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ABSTRACT	  
	  
	  
This	  thesis	  is	  an	  examination	  of	  the	  multivalent	  category	  of	  sodomy	  in	  late	  
medieval	  works	  of	  and	  about	  biblical	  drama:	  A	  Tretise	  of	  Miraclis	  Pleyinge,	  the	  York	  
Joseph’s	  Trouble	  About	  Mary	  and	  the	  N-­‐Town	  Passion	  plays.	  	  Because	  the	  Tretise	  of	  
Miraclis	  Pleyinge	  invokes	  charges	  of	  sodomy	  in	  its	  attack	  on	  biblical	  drama,	  this	  work	  
argues	  that	  the	  medieval	  stage	  is	  particularly	  hospitable	  to	  exploring	  the	  queer	  
moments	  of	  Christian	  theology.	  	  Focusing	  on	  the	  sodomitic	  relationships	  of	  Christ’s	  life	  
as	  they	  are	  revealed	  in	  York’s	  Joseph’s	  Trouble	  and	  the	  N-­‐Town	  Passion	  sequences,	  this	  
thesis	  argues	  that	  these	  plays	  problematize	  Christ’s	  legendary	  hostile	  relationship	  to	  the	  
sin	  against	  nature.	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I.	  INTRODUCTION	  
	  
	   In	  the	  fifteenth	  and	  sixteenth	  centuries,	  biblical	  cycle	  plays	  narrating	  the	  history	  
of	  the	  universe	  from	  Creation	  to	  Doom	  rose	  to	  prominence	  in	  medieval	  England	  and	  
remained	  popular	  until	  their	  apparent	  suppression	  during	  the	  reign	  of	  the	  Protestant	  
monarchs.	  	  The	  biblical	  plays	  represented	  important	  productions	  of	  urban	  pride,	  civic	  
unity,	  lay	  piety,	  and	  folk	  recreation.	  	  Although	  the	  precise	  origins	  of	  the	  medieval	  biblical	  
dramas	  such	  as	  the	  cycles	  of	  York,	  Chester,	  Wakefield,	  and	  the	  N-­‐Town	  manuscript	  
remain	  ambiguous,	  it	  is	  clear	  that	  such	  dramatic	  traditions	  share	  a	  close	  relationship	  
with	  medieval	  liturgy	  and	  devotional	  practice.	  	  Scholars	  continue	  to	  debate	  the	  
connections	  between	  medieval	  drama	  and	  medieval	  liturgy,	  yet	  the	  intimate	  ties	  
between	  drama	  and	  liturgy	  are	  illustrated	  in	  such	  liturgical	  dramas	  as	  the	  “Quem	  
Quaeritas”	  (Whom	  do	  you	  seek?)	  episode1	  in	  which	  the	  three	  Marys	  visit	  Christ’s	  tomb	  
and	  receive	  news	  of	  his	  Resurrection.	  	  The	  medieval	  church	  made	  ample	  use	  of	  dramatic	  
form	  in	  the	  Mass,	  liturgical	  dramas,	  Palm	  Sunday	  processions,2	  and	  demonstrations	  of	  
the	  elevated	  Host	  during	  the	  Feast	  of	  Corpus	  Christi,	  which	  would	  become	  the	  occasion	  
for	  the	  production	  of	  the	  biblical	  cycle	  dramas	  at	  York.	  	  Clearly,	  these	  dramatic	  liturgical	  
practices	  influenced	  the	  advent	  of	  medieval	  biblical	  dramas.	  	  Although	  scholars	  no	  
longer	  accept	  as	  self-­‐evident	  the	  hypothesis	  that	  civic	  medieval	  drama	  arose	  directly	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from	  dramatic	  ritual,	  the	  concurrence	  of	  the	  two	  cannot	  be	  explained	  as	  mere	  
coincidence.3	  	  
Whatever	  the	  genesis	  of	  the	  cycle	  drama	  tradition,	  however,	  the	  influence	  of	  
orthodox	  ritual	  and	  belief	  on	  the	  lay-­‐produced	  biblical	  dramas	  is	  apparent.	  	  As	  a	  
combination	  of	  orthodox	  liturgy,	  biblical	  material,	  and	  popular	  piety,	  the	  biblical	  dramas	  
offer	  an	  interesting	  site	  of	  investigation	  because	  of	  the	  coexistence	  within	  the	  dramas	  of	  
both	  devotional	  and	  deviant	  practices	  and	  ideologies.	  	  	  The	  mutual	  influence	  on	  the	  
plays	  of	  deviance	  and	  devotion,	  good	  and	  evil,	  is	  best	  revealed	  by	  reading	  with	  attention	  
to	  what	  Foucault	  calls	  the	  “utterly	  confused	  category”4	  of	  sodomy.	  	  The	  biblical	  cycle	  
plays	  comprise	  part	  of	  a	  lay	  devotional	  movement	  that,	  along	  with	  affective	  piety,	  
privileges	  the	  body	  as	  a	  site	  of	  worship	  and	  a	  vehicle	  for	  improving	  the	  soul.	  	  Thus	  the	  
bodies	  of	  religious	  figures	  on	  the	  stage	  serve	  as	  focal	  points	  for	  expressions	  of	  popular	  
piety.	  	  Despite	  this	  pious	  impulse,	  however,	  these	  religious	  bodies	  are	  potential,lly	  
eroticized	  in	  the	  gaze	  of	  the	  audience	  and	  involved	  in	  sodomitic	  relationships	  via	  
sodomy’s	  “confusion”	  as	  a	  category	  in	  the	  medieval	  mind.	  
Although	  scholars	  such	  as	  John	  Coldewey	  have	  noted	  the	  coexistence	  of	  the	  
profane	  and	  the	  sacred	  in	  biblical	  drama,5	  the	  sodomitic	  relationships	  within	  the	  biblical	  
plays	  have	  not	  received	  critical	  attention.	  	  Medieval	  recognition	  of	  the	  potential	  for	  such	  
relationships	  is	  apparent	  in	  the	  anonymous	  A	  Tretise	  of	  Miraclis	  Pleyinge,	  the	  only	  
substantial	  work	  of	  medieval	  dramatic	  criticism	  to	  survive.	  	  This	  Middle	  English	  
Wycliffite	  tract	  directly	  indicts	  the	  mere	  production	  of	  “miraclis	  pleyinge,”	  the	  
presentation	  of	  Christ’s	  mysteries	  and	  miracles	  in	  the	  biblical	  plays,	  as	  an	  act	  “agen	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kinde,”6	  a	  familiar	  medieval	  phrase	  for	  sodomitic	  acts.	  	  Because	  the	  medieval	  stage	  
produces	  “counterfeit”	  narratives	  of	  Christian	  teaching	  and	  mysteries,	  the	  Wycliffite	  
author	  of	  the	  Tretise	  views	  the	  mere	  production	  of	  biblical	  plays	  as	  an	  unnatural	  
enterprise.	  	  Not	  only	  do	  these	  plays	  falsely	  portray	  biblical	  characters,	  they	  also	  involve	  
these	  characters	  in	  sexual	  situations,	  present	  these	  figures	  before	  the	  lustful	  gaze	  of	  the	  
medieval	  audience,7	  and	  convert	  their	  audience	  to	  a	  belief	  in	  the	  false	  representation	  of	  
the	  theatricalized	  biblical	  narrative	  rather	  than	  in	  the	  true	  Christ.	  	  In	  this	  thesis,	  I	  explore	  
the	  definition	  of	  sodomy	  as	  unnatural	  as	  it	  implies	  actual	  “sex	  acts,”	  unnatural	  
reproduction	  of	  both	  money8	  and	  bodies,	  and	  representations	  on	  the	  stage	  that	  are,	  
according	  to	  the	  Tretise-­‐author,	  derivative	  and	  counterfeit.	  
Its	  description	  as	  a	  sin	  against	  nature	  earns	  sodomy	  its	  infamy	  in	  medieval	  
directive	  and	  penitential	  literature.	  	  As	  Warren	  Johansson	  and	  William	  A.	  Percy	  illustrate	  
in	  their	  treatment	  of	  “homosexuality”	  in	  the	  Middle	  Ages,	  “Latin	  Christians	  classified	  
homosexual	  behavior	  under	  the	  deadly	  sin	  luxuria,	  ‘lust’	  or	  ‘lechery,’	  and	  assigned	  it	  the	  
worst	  form,	  namely	  the	  peccatum	  contra	  naturam,	  ‘sin	  against	  nature.’”9	  	  Theologians	  
further	  divide	  sexual	  sodomy	  into	  subdivisions	  as	  does	  Thomas	  Aquinas	  in	  question	  154	  
of	  his	  Summa	  Theologica,	  where	  he	  defines	  sodomy	  as	  a	  sexual	  sin	  that	  creates	  
pollution	  through	  the	  introduction	  of	  a	  member	  of	  another	  species,	  a	  member	  of	  the	  
same	  sex,	  or	  a	  foreign	  instrument	  into	  the	  sex	  act.	  	  Aquinas	  also	  objects	  to	  any	  sex	  act	  
that	  is	  performed	  in	  an	  unnatural	  manner	  or	  position.10	  	  All	  of	  these	  medieval	  categories	  
defy	  natural	  production	  through	  their	  exclusion	  of	  the	  possibility	  of	  procreation,	  the	  
legitimizing	  purpose	  of	  sexual	  activity	  in	  the	  Middle	  Ages.	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  Drawing	  on	  Thomas	  Aquinas	  and	  other	  medieval	  theologians,	  historian	  Ruth	  
Mazo	  Karras	  defines	  as	  unnatural	  “any	  act	  that	  is	  not	  procreative,”11	  asserting	  that	  
sodomy	  “was	  reviled	  precisely	  because	  it	  was	  non-­‐reproductive,	  sterile.”12	  	  Medieval	  
definitions	  of	  sodomy	  relied	  heavily	  upon	  its	  association	  with	  non-­‐productive	  sex	  to	  
create	  an	  entire	  category	  of	  sodomitic	  sins.	  	  However,	  this	  category	  of	  sodomy	  did	  not	  
include	  only	  sexual	  offenses.	  	  It	  came	  to	  encompass	  any	  form	  of	  false	  production	  or	  
corruption	  of	  “natural”	  means	  of	  production.	  	  According	  to	  Ruth	  Mazo	  Karras,	  unnatural	  
“tends	  to	  mean	  any	  act	  that	  is	  not	  procreative,”	  for	  Aquinas,13	  a	  definition	  that	  allows	  
the	  term	  “sodomy”	  to	  be	  applied	  outside	  the	  category	  of	  sexual	  sin	  comprised	  by	  
luxuria.	  	  As	  non-­‐procreative	  acts,	  counterfeiting,	  cross-­‐dressing,	  false	  gender	  
performances,	  and	  heresy	  all	  fell	  under	  the	  rubric	  of	  sodomy	  as	  sins	  of	  false	  production.	  
In	  medieval	  corrective	  literature,	  sodomy	  is	  a	  far-­‐reaching	  and	  amorphous	  sin	  
because	  of	  theologians’	  hesitance	  to	  name	  the	  sin	  outright	  for	  fear	  of	  increasing	  its	  
appeal.	  	  As	  Karras	  explains,	  “Sodomy	  might	  be	  the	  worst	  possible	  sin,	  the	  sin	  that	  could	  
not	  be	  named,	  but	  it	  was	  at	  the	  same	  time	  a	  very	  attractive	  sin,	  one	  that	  could	  tempt	  
any	  and	  all.”14	  	  Sodomy	  was	  indeed	  thought	  to	  be	  so	  appealing	  that	  medieval	  
penitentials,	  medical	  writers,	  and	  confessors	  avoided	  naming	  it	  for	  fear	  of	  spreading	  the	  
contagion.	  	  Fifteenth-­‐century	  medical	  writer	  Jacques	  Despars	  says	  of	  sodomy	  that	  “I	  
judge	  it	  better	  to	  keep	  silence,	  so	  that	  human	  nature,	  inclined	  towards	  evil	  and	  towards	  
the	  exercise	  of	  new	  lusts,	  may	  not	  attempt,	  on	  hearing	  them,	  to	  put	  them	  into	  practice,	  
and	  thus	  prejudice	  one’s	  honor	  and	  one’s	  soul.”15	  	  Religious	  canons	  and	  confessors	  
advised	  a	  similar	  silence	  on	  the	  matter	  of	  sodomy.	  Rather	  than	  name	  the	  sodomitic	  vice	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directly,	  Alain	  de	  Lille	  (c.	  1116-­‐1203	  AD)	  prefers	  to	  use	  metaphors	  of	  corrupted	  
grammar,	  writing	  instruments,	  and	  incompatible	  hammers	  and	  anvils	  (the	  creative	  tools	  
of	  blacksmiths)	  in	  his	  Complaint	  of	  Nature	  (De	  planctu	  Naturae).	  	  As	  Mark	  Jordan	  notes,	  
Alain	  de	  Lille	  advocates	  silence	  regarding	  sodomy	  in	  his	  penitential	  compilation,	  Liber	  
poenitentialis.16	  	  Also	  writing	  in	  the	  late	  twelfth	  century,	  Dominican	  author	  William	  
Peraldus	  similarly	  counsels	  against	  naming	  the	  sodomitic	  vice,	  echoing	  a	  Pauline	  
prohibition:	  “This	  vice	  is	  to	  be	  spoken	  of	  with	  great	  caution	  both	  in	  preaching	  and	  in	  
confessional	  questioning,	  that	  nothing	  be	  revealed	  to	  men	  that	  might	  give	  them	  
occasion	  to	  sin.”17	  	  Because	  of	  the	  silence	  surrounding	  the	  sin,	  the	  word	  “sodomy”	  takes	  
on	  vast	  connotations	  and	  becomes	  highly	  suggestible	  in	  the	  medieval	  imagination.	  	  As	  
such,	  it	  comes	  to	  be	  used	  as	  a	  smear	  tactic	  that	  is	  mobilized	  against	  a	  number	  of	  
medieval	  groups	  including	  the	  Knights	  Templar,	  heterodox	  groups	  such	  as	  the	  followers	  
of	  John	  Wycliffe,	  and	  even	  against	  the	  clergy	  itself.	  	  Carolyn	  Dinshaw	  attests	  to	  the	  
“smear	  tactic”	  quality	  of	  medieval	  charges	  of	  sodomy	  by	  relating	  it	  to	  the	  modern	  
pejorative	  “faggot”	  and	  demonstrating	  that:	  “Sodomites,	  faggots–	  everything	  bad	  sticks	  
to	  these	  names,	  whether	  or	  not	  same-­‐sex	  relations	  are	  specifically	  or	  primarily	  denoted:	  
simony,	  murder,	  heresy,	  every	  way	  of	  violating	  God-­‐given	  order.”18	  	  Despite	  its	  
pervasive	  nature,	  however,	  all	  charges	  of	  sodomy	  remain	  linked	  to	  the	  (homo)sexual	  sin,	  
which	  epitomizes	  the	  category,	  through	  its	  denotations	  of	  non-­‐productivity.	  
While	  critics	  such	  as	  Carolyn	  Dinshaw,	  Karma	  Lochrie,	  and	  Mark	  Jordan	  have	  
explored	  the	  discursive	  range	  of	  medieval	  sodomy	  in	  a	  number	  of	  ways,	  they	  have	  
tended	  to	  focus	  their	  investigations	  on	  the	  genres	  of	  religion,	  medicine,	  and	  fabliaux.	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Mark	  Jordan’s	  investigations	  of	  the	  origins	  of	  sodomy	  as	  a	  category	  of	  medieval	  sin,	  for	  
example,	  focuses	  on	  the	  writings	  of	  orthodox	  religious	  figures	  such	  as	  Alain	  de	  Lille,	  
Peter	  Damian,	  and	  Thomas	  Aquinas.19	  	  Carolyn	  Dinshaw	  is	  more	  expansive	  in	  her	  
investigation	  of	  sodomitic	  relationships	  in	  her	  attention	  to	  the	  Lollards,	  Chaucer,	  the	  
prosecution	  of	  the	  transvestite	  prostitute	  John/Eleanor	  Rykener,	  and	  the	  mystical	  piety	  
of	  Margery	  Kempe.	  Yet,	  she	  still	  relies	  upon	  relatively	  intellectual	  discourse,	  especially	  in	  
the	  exchanges	  between	  the	  Lollards	  and	  their	  accusers.20	  	  Karma	  Lochrie’s	  Covert	  
Operations:	  The	  Medieval	  Uses	  of	  Secrecy	  treats	  the	  widest	  variety	  of	  texts,	  which	  range	  
from	  Chaucer’s	  Miller’s	  Tale	  and	  Sir	  Gawain	  and	  the	  Green	  Knight	  to	  a	  gynecological	  
treatise	  and	  a	  fifteenth-­‐century	  parody	  of	  confession.21	  	  By	  investigating	  secrecy,	  Lochrie	  
focuses	  on	  what	  Foucault	  would	  call	  the	  “discourse	  of	  silence,”	  the	  ways	  in	  which	  
medieval	  authors	  do	  not	  speak	  of	  sodomy.	  	  In	  my	  exploration	  of	  the	  sodomitic	  
relationships	  evident	  in	  the	  biblical	  play	  tradition,	  I	  seek	  a	  middle	  ground	  between	  this	  
binary	  of	  “lerned”	  (intellectual)	  and	  “lewed”	  (popular)	  discourse.	  	  Because	  biblical	  
drama	  is	  comprised	  of	  and	  informed	  by	  popular	  piety,	  the	  stage’s	  portrait	  of	  
counterfeiting	  and	  its	  exploration	  of	  sodomitic	  relationships	  prove	  more	  revealing	  than	  
highly	  sophisticated	  theology	  or	  popular	  literature	  can	  alone	  due	  to	  what	  the	  Tretise-­‐
author	  sees	  as	  the	  stage’s	  comparably	  overt	  discourse	  on	  sodomy.	  	  Although	  the	  plays	  
contain	  elements	  of	  both	  learned	  doctrine	  and	  “lewd”	  humor,	  they	  achieve	  a	  balance	  in	  
which	  the	  two	  synchronize	  to	  produce	  a	  spiritually	  significant	  and	  practically	  applicable	  
lesson	  for	  the	  lay	  audience.	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It	  is	  precisely	  the	  educational	  intention	  of	  medieval	  drama	  along	  with	  the	  
perceived	  scope	  and	  appeal	  of	  sodomy	  that	  concerns	  the	  Wycliffite	  author	  of	  A	  Tretise	  
of	  Miraclis	  Pleyinge.	  As	  shown	  in	  chapter	  one,	  an	  anxiety	  over	  the	  transmission	  of	  
sodomy	  by	  means	  of	  theatrical	  representation	  drives	  his	  polemic.	  	  The	  Tretise-­‐author	  
worries	  about	  both	  the	  audience’s	  potential	  attraction	  to	  the	  bodies	  of	  actors	  presented	  
on	  the	  medieval	  stage	  and	  the	  counterfeit	  nature	  of	  those	  bodies	  as	  they	  portray	  biblical	  
characters.	  	  Because	  biblical	  plays	  already	  engage	  in	  counterfeiting,	  one	  form	  of	  
sodomy,	  they	  invite	  the	  audience	  to	  engage	  in	  more	  literal	  sexual	  sodomy	  through	  
lustful	  gazing.	  	  The	  presentation	  of	  sodomitic	  relationships	  on	  the	  medieval	  stage	  
further	  problematizes	  the	  issue	  of	  the	  audience’s	  gaze,	  inviting	  the	  audience	  into	  lustful	  
viewing	  and	  false	  worship.	  	  The	  Tretise	  of	  Miraclis	  Pleyinge	  denounces	  the	  stage	  as	  a	  
space	  in	  which	  these	  sodomitic	  relationships	  can	  be	  explored	  because	  of	  the	  theater’s	  
own	  counterfeit	  nature.	  	  The	  Tretise-­‐author	  unwittingly	  describes	  the	  stage	  as	  a	  locus	  in	  
which	  the	  sodomitic	  discourse	  of	  the	  Middle	  Ages	  can	  be	  openly	  discussed	  and	  
displayed.	  
Because	  many	  of	  the	  biblical	  episodes	  presented	  on	  the	  stage	  speak	  to	  a	  
preoccupation	  with	  human	  lineage	  and	  production,	  the	  potential	  for	  sodomitic	  
relationships	  often	  arises.	  	  Although	  the	  Tretise-­‐author	  is	  primarily	  concerned	  with	  the	  
sodomitic	  counterfeiting	  produced	  in	  theatrical	  representation,	  the	  plays	  also	  introduce	  
elements	  of	  sexual	  sodomy	  through	  their	  preoccupation	  with	  human	  generation	  and	  the	  
Incarnation	  of	  Christ.	  	  The	  privileging	  of	  procreation	  in	  many	  of	  the	  dramatic	  episodes	  
such	  as	  Brome	  and	  Chester	  versions	  of	  the	  Abraham	  and	  Isaac	  story,	  Wakefield’s	  Noah	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play,	  the	  N-­‐Town	  Mary	  Play,	  and	  the	  York	  Nativity	  sequence	  makes	  the	  presence	  of	  
sodomy	  as	  it	  implies	  sexual	  relationships	  within	  the	  plays	  more	  visible	  and	  allows	  for	  the	  
exploration	  of	  a	  cultural	  anxiety	  concerning	  the	  sexual	  sin	  and	  the	  ways	  in	  which	  it	  
intersects	  with	  Christian	  teaching.	  	  In	  short,	  these	  plays	  promise	  the	  continuation	  of	  the	  
Patriarchs’	  bloodlines	  and	  anticipate	  the	  birth	  of	  Christ	  through	  a	  mysterious	  sexual	  
relationship,	  that	  is,	  the	  Virgin	  Birth.	  	  By	  doing	  so,	  as	  I	  will	  illustrate,	  the	  medieval	  biblical	  
dramas	  effectively	  permit	  the	  exposure	  of	  various	  types	  of	  sodomitic	  relationships.	  
In	  my	  examination	  of	  medieval	  drama’s	  inevitable	  association	  with	  sodomy	  that	  
the	  Tretise-­‐author	  explains,	  I	  focus	  on	  two	  episodes	  that	  portray	  the	  central	  mysteries	  of	  
Christianity:	  York’s	  Joseph’s	  Trouble	  About	  Mary	  and	  the	  N-­‐Town	  Passion	  plays.	  	  As	  
illustrated	  in	  chapter	  two,	  in	  Joseph’s	  Trouble	  about	  Mary,	  the	  York	  playwright	  reveals	  
Joseph’s	  doubts	  about	  the	  Virgin	  Birth.	  	  He	  ventriloquizes	  the	  uncertainties	  of	  the	  
medieval	  audience,	  and,	  in	  doing	  so,	  illustrates	  the	  “unnaturalness”	  of	  the	  miracle.	  	  
Because	  the	  play	  reveals	  these	  doubts	  in	  what	  the	  Tretise-­‐author	  recognizes	  as	  the	  
counterfeit	  arena	  of	  the	  theater,	  it	  not	  only	  presents	  sodomitic	  sex	  as	  a	  possible	  cause	  
of	  the	  Virgin	  Birth	  but	  also	  provides	  the	  opportunity	  for	  such	  sex	  through	  the	  counterfeit	  
and	  sexualized	  figures	  of	  Mary	  and	  the	  angel	  at	  the	  Annunciation.	  	  The	  N-­‐Town	  Passion	  
plays,	  discussed	  in	  chapter	  three,	  similarly	  imply	  the	  potential	  for	  a	  sodomitic	  
relationship	  through	  a	  sustained	  portrait	  of	  Judas	  as	  a	  counterfeiting	  Jew.	  	  The	  N-­‐Town	  
Passion	  plays	  intimately	  involve	  Christ	  in	  Judas’s	  economic	  sins	  rather	  than	  relying	  upon	  
the	  potentially	  sexual	  sins	  of	  his	  parents	  described	  in	  the	  York	  Joseph’s	  Trouble	  episode.	  	  
Although	  the	  playwright	  cannot	  overtly	  sexualize	  Judas	  because	  of	  his	  intimacy	  with	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Christ,	  the	  plays	  do	  employ	  an	  implicitly	  sexual	  Judas	  via	  metaphors	  of	  counterfeiting.	  	  
Because	  these	  metaphors	  equate	  counterfeiting	  and	  sodomitic	  sex	  as	  acts	  of	  false	  
production,	  the	  economic	  sodomy	  of	  counterfeiting	  becomes	  implicitly	  sexualized.	  	  As	  
both	  of	  these	  biblical	  episodes	  concern	  themselves	  with	  what	  Theresa	  Coletti	  terms	  
“corporeal	  mysteries,”22	  they	  reveal	  the	  sodomitic	  relationships	  that	  arise	  in	  biblical	  
narratives	  that	  draw	  attention	  to	  Christ’s	  human	  form.	  	  The	  emphasis	  in	  these	  plays	  on	  
Christ’s	  Incarnated	  flesh	  engages	  the	  audience’s	  own	  preoccupation	  with	  Christ’s	  flesh	  
and	  licenses	  their	  perception	  of	  the	  body	  as	  a	  site	  of	  religious	  experience.	  	  The	  body	  of	  
Christ	  proves	  to	  be	  a	  significant	  site	  of	  inquiry	  into	  sodomitic	  relationships	  when	  read	  in	  
relation	  to	  medieval	  legends	  that	  portray	  sodomy	  as	  antithetical	  to	  Christ’s	  Incarnation.	  	  
As	  Jacobus	  de	  Voragine	  relates	  in	  the	  Golden	  Legend,	  Christ	  hesitated	  to	  assume	  human	  
flesh	  because	  of	  its	  vulnerability	  to	  sodomy’s	  perversion:	  “The	  Nativity	  was	  revealed	  
through	  the	  Sodomites,	  who	  that	  night	  perished	  throughout	  the	  world.	  	  In	  this	  regard	  
Saint	  Jerome	  tells	  us:	  ‘So	  great	  a	  light	  arose	  that	  night	  that	  it	  extinguished	  all	  those	  who	  
were	  given	  to	  this	  vice.’	  	  And	  Saint	  Augustine	  says	  that	  God	  could	  not	  take	  flesh	  in	  the	  
nature	  of	  man	  as	  long	  as	  there	  existed,	  in	  this	  nature,	  an	  unnatural	  vice.’”23	  	  Although	  
Christ	  legendarily	  hesitates	  to	  assume	  flesh	  associated	  with	  sodomy,	  the	  York	  Joseph’s	  
Doubt	  episode	  and	  the	  N-­‐Town	  Passion	  play	  explore	  the	  possibility	  of	  his	  own	  
relationship	  to	  sodomitic	  figures	  and	  events	  that	  comprise	  his	  life’s	  central	  mysteries.	  
Despite	  the	  medieval	  understanding	  of	  sodomy	  as	  an	  unproductive	  sin,	  
sodomitic	  relationships	  that	  arise	  via	  theatrical	  counterfeiting	  in	  medieval	  drama	  prove	  
highly	  fruitful	  to	  the	  critic	  willing	  to	  interpret	  them.	  	  The	  staging	  of	  sodomy	  makes	  the	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theater	  a	  productive	  space	  for	  exploring	  the	  medieval	  cultural	  significance	  of	  sodomy	  
and	  how	  it	  inhabits	  religious	  orthodoxy	  and	  medieval	  piety.	  	  Sodomy	  not	  only	  underlies	  
the	  moments	  of	  sexual	  humor	  that	  arise	  in	  these	  plays	  but	  also	  provides	  insight	  into	  the	  
medieval	  perception	  of	  Christ’s	  Incarnation	  and	  bodily	  suffering	  in	  his	  Passion.	  Reading	  
York’s	  Joseph’s	  Trouble	  About	  Mary	  and	  the	  N-­‐Town	  Passion	  plays	  informed	  by	  the	  
antitheatrical	  Wycliffite	  tract	  A	  Tretise	  of	  Miraclis	  Pleyinge	  illuminates	  sodomy’s	  
association	  with	  counterfeiting	  and	  thus	  indicates	  why,	  by	  its	  definition	  as	  “counterfeit,”	  
the	  sodomitic	  category	  is	  highly	  suggestible	  in	  the	  medieval	  imagination.
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  “For,	  miracles	  yif	  thou	  byginne,	  
Hit	  is	  a	  gadering,	  a	  sight	  of	  sinne.”	  
Robert	  Mannyng	  of	  Brunne,	  Handlyng	  Synne24	  
	  
“But	  the	  old	  world	  is	  matched,	  and	  Sodome	  overcome;	  for	  more	  	  
horrible	  enormities,	  and	  swelling	  sins	  are	  set	  out	  by	  those	  stages,	  	  
than	  euery	  man	  thinks	  for,	  or	  some	  would	  believe,	  	  
if	  I	  should	  paint	  them	  out	  in	  their	  colours.”	  
Minister	  White,	  sermon	  delivered	  at	  Paul’s	  Cross,	  9th	  Dec.	  157625	  
	  
	  
II.	  A	  SITE	  /	  SIGHT	  OF	  SIN:	  THE	  MEDIEVAL	  STAGE	  AS	  A	  QUEER	  SPACE	  	  
	  
	  
In	  his	  De	  Spectaculis,	  early	  Christian	  author	  Tertullian	  encourages	  his	  fellow	  
Christians	  to	  abstain	  from	  attending	  idolatrous	  theatrical	  spectacles	  by	  identifying	  the	  
theater	  as	  “the	  proper	  home	  of	  all	  impurity,”	  (3)26	  dedicated	  to	  “wanton	  gods	  [Venus	  
and	  Liber],	  the	  one	  in	  her	  sex,	  the	  other	  in	  his	  dress.”27	  	  In	  a	  similar	  vein,	  Isidore	  of	  
Seville	  (c.	  560-­‐636)	  and	  Latin	  philosopher	  Boethius	  (c.	  480-­‐525	  AD)	  raise	  objections	  
about	  the	  performance	  of	  drama	  on	  the	  grounds	  of	  the	  theater’s	  supposed	  connection	  
to	  prostitution.	  	  The	  stage’s	  perceived	  connection	  to	  sexual	  iniquity	  is	  demonstrated	  in	  
Johannes	  Trechsel’s	  edition	  of	  the	  comedies	  of	  Roman	  playwright	  Terrence,	  that	  
contained	  “an	  illustration	  showing	  mimes	  along	  with	  a	  lector	  presenting	  a	  drama–	  and	  
also,	  below,	  the	  enticements	  of	  the	  brothel.”28	  
Despite	  widespread	  dramatic	  traditions,	  the	  antitheatricalist	  connection	  of	  
dramatic	  space	  with	  sexual	  license	  is	  generally	  accepted	  in	  the	  Middle	  Ages.	  	  The	  
anonymous	  Wycliffite	  author	  of	  A	  Tretise	  of	  Miraclis	  Pleyinge	  speaks	  to	  this	  long-­‐
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standing	  antitheatricalist	  view	  in	  associating	  the	  performance	  of	  biblical	  plays	  
with	  “lustis	  of	  the	  fleyssh”	  in	  his	  own	  polemic	  in	  order	  to	  corroborate	  what	  he	  sees	  as	  
the	  impious	  and	  lascivious	  character	  of	  medieval	  theater.	  	  As	  critic	  Garrett	  Epp	  
illustrates,	  the	  Tretise-­‐author	  discusses	  theatrical	  lust	  in	  terms	  of	  the	  audience’s	  actual	  
sexual	  attraction	  to	  actors.	  	  However,	  the	  Wycliffite	  author	  also	  deploys	  a	  number	  of	  
other	  strategic	  objections,	  including	  complaints	  of	  false	  worship,	  simony,	  and	  idolatry,	  
all	  of	  which	  the	  author	  describes	  as	  unnatural	  and	  counterfeit	  methods	  of	  worship.	  	  The	  
Tretise-­‐author	  raises	  these	  objections,	  each	  a	  counterfeit	  form	  of	  true	  religious	  piety,	  
and	  thus	  establishes	  the	  sodomitic	  nature	  of	  the	  late	  medieval	  stage	  that	  cooperates	  
with	  its	  implicit	  endorsement	  of	  “lust”	  directed	  towards	  actors	  on	  stage.	  	  The	  author’s	  
fear	  is	  that	  “miraclis	  pleyinge,”	  by	  which	  he	  most	  likely	  means	  biblical	  plays,	  will	  
contaminate	  both	  audience	  and	  episode	  through	  its	  cultivation	  of	  a	  sodomitic	  gaze	  of	  
the	  spectator.	  	  By	  associating	  the	  stage	  with	  counterfeiting,	  the	  Tretise-­‐author	  not	  only	  
attacks	  the	  representational	  basis	  of	  theatrical	  performance	  but	  also	  foreshadows	  a	  
major	  vein	  of	  Early	  Modern	  antitheatrical	  criticism	  that	  similarly	  relies	  upon	  the	  
counterfeit	  nature	  of	  the	  stage	  rather	  than	  its	  associations	  with	  the	  promiscuity	  
epitomized	  by	  prostitution	  that	  classical	  authors	  invoked.	  
In	  his	  well-­‐titled	  article,	  “Ecce	  Homo,”	  Garrett	  Epp	  takes	  the	  sin	  of	  lust	  implied	  in	  
the	  gaze	  of	  the	  spectator	  as	  his	  central	  and	  essential	  focus	  in	  arguing	  that	  the	  Tretise-­‐
author	  objects	  to	  “miraclis	  pleyinge”	  because	  they	  sexualize	  the	  bodies	  of	  actors	  and,	  
more	  importantly,	  the	  Biblical	  characters	  that	  the	  actors	  portray.	  	  Reading	  the	  Tretise	  
literally,	  Epp	  focuses	  on	  the	  author’s	  objection	  to	  the	  visual	  nature	  of	  medieval	  piety,	  a	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devotional	  approach	  that	  particularly	  irks	  the	  Wycliffite	  author.	  	  Epp’s	  interpretation	  of	  
the	  Tretise	  illustrates	  that	  the	  eroticization	  of	  both	  actor	  and	  religious	  character	  was	  a	  
very	  real	  possibility	  for	  the	  medieval	  audience	  of	  biblical	  plays	  through	  the	  example	  of	  a	  
sixteenth-­‐century	  Corpus	  Christ	  feast	  that	  included	  the	  performance	  of	  Christ’s	  
Resurrection.	  	  After	  the	  play’s	  conclusion,	  a	  lascivious	  toolmaker	  propositions	  the	  barber	  
who	  has	  just	  returned	  from	  playing	  the	  role	  of	  the	  risen	  Christ:	  “Did	  you	  keep	  your	  prick	  
stiff	  in	  playing	  God?”29	  	  For	  Epp,	  this	  episode	  illustrates	  the	  willingness	  of	  the	  medieval	  
audience,	  or	  at	  least	  some	  of	  its	  members,	  to	  sexualize	  the	  figures	  and	  actors	  on	  the	  
stage	  and	  to	  define	  their	  performance	  in	  terms	  of	  erotic	  appeal.	  
What	  Epp	  fails	  to	  fully	  appreciate,	  however,	  is	  that	  the	  biblical	  plays	  to	  which	  the	  
Tretise	  objects	  produce	  many	  forms	  of	  sodomy	  other	  than	  the	  literal	  same-­‐sex	  sodomy	  
suggested	  in	  the	  Parisian	  toolmaker’s	  proposition	  of	  the	  Christ-­‐actor.	  	  Indeed,	  the	  
Wycliffite	  Tretise	  raises	  a	  number	  of	  objections	  to	  the	  performance	  of	  biblical	  plays,	  of	  
which	  the	  purveyance	  of	  lust	  via	  scopophilia	  is	  only	  one.	  	  Among	  the	  other	  charges	  the	  
Tretise	  levels	  are	  the	  encouragement	  of	  “maumetrye”	  (54)	  [idolatry],	  the	  production	  of	  
“feinyd	  holinesse”	  (44),	  the	  exploitation	  of	  God’s	  name	  and	  works	  “in	  idil”	  (45),	  the	  
propagation	  of	  simony	  (49),	  the	  employment	  of	  “veine	  sightis	  of	  degyse”	  (38),	  and	  the	  
conflation	  of	  good	  and	  evil	  (47).	  	  As	  disparate	  as	  these	  many	  charges	  may	  seem	  at	  first,	  
especially	  in	  light	  of	  the	  Tretise-­‐author’s	  explicit	  attention	  to	  the	  lustful	  gaze	  that	  so	  
fascinates	  Epp,	  they	  are	  all	  intimately	  connected	  for	  the	  Wycliffite	  author	  as	  they	  all	  
involve	  modes	  of	  false	  representation,	  that	  is	  counterfeiting,	  a	  defining	  category	  of	  the	  
medieval	  sin	  of	  sodomy.	  	  For	  the	  Tretise-­‐author,	  a	  dramatic	  representation	  is	  a	  form	  of	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counterfeiting	  that	  produces	  only	  imitations	  of	  an	  original	  which,	  in	  this	  case,	  is	  the	  
biblical	  narrative.	  	  The	  theatrical	  production	  entails	  no	  true	  spiritual	  substance	  in	  the	  
Tretise-­‐author’s	  estimation.	  	  The	  Wycliffite	  tract	  condenses	  all	  of	  these	  objections	  to	  
biblical	  plays’	  counterfeit	  representations	  near	  the	  end	  of	  his	  critique:	  “[A]gen	  kinde	  of	  
alle	  creaturis	  it	  is	  now	  miraclis	  pleyinge”	  (54)	  [The	  playing	  of	  miracles	  is	  against	  the	  
nature	  of	  all	  creatures].	  	  In	  associating	  “miraclis	  pleyinge”	  with	  acting	  “agen	  kinde,”	  the	  
author	  is	  able	  to	  relate	  the	  distinct	  elements	  of	  his	  diatribe;	  his	  objection	  to	  the	  lust	  
biblical	  plays	  inspire	  and	  his	  various	  allegations	  of	  the	  plays’	  counterfeit	  representations	  
are	  both	  coded	  as	  sodomitic.	  	  The	  author’s	  overt	  preoccupation	  with	  lustful	  gazing	  cues	  
the	  reader	  into	  the	  sexual	  subtext	  of	  theatrical	  counterfeiting.	  	  The	  Tretise-­‐author	  
implies	  that	  the	  sexualized	  bodies	  on	  stage	  draw	  their	  viewers’	  attention	  into	  dramatic	  
representations	  that,	  due	  to	  their	  counterfeit	  basis,	  are	  sodomitic.	  
The	  Tretise-­‐author’s	  most	  vehement	  objection	  to	  the	  performance	  of	  biblical	  
plays	  arises	  from	  the	  presentation	  of	  what	  he	  interprets	  as	  “maumetrie”	  (52),	  the	  
worship	  of	  false	  gods.	  	  In	  choosing	  the	  word	  “maumetrie”	  to	  refer	  to	  idolatry,	  however,	  
the	  Wycliffite	  author	  colors	  his	  critique	  with	  an	  anti-­‐Islamic	  nuance	  often	  found	  in	  
medieval	  drama.	  	  For	  example,	  in	  various	  versions	  of	  the	  slaughter	  of	  the	  Innocents	  
episode,	  the	  villians’	  invocation	  of	  “Mahowne”30	  (Mohammed)	  presumes	  an	  Islamic	  
indulgence	  in	  idolatrous	  “maumetrie”	  and,	  given	  these	  plays’	  focus	  on	  Herod’s	  
murderous	  plots,	  a	  particular	  animosity	  towards	  Christ.	  	  By	  employing	  the	  term	  
“maumetrie”	  with	  its	  anti-­‐Islamic	  connotations,	  the	  Tretise-­‐author	  implies	  that	  Islam,	  
like	  biblical	  drama,	  is	  a	  counterfeit	  of	  Christianity.31	  	  For	  the	  Tretise-­‐author,	  Islamic	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“maumetrie”	  epitomizes	  how	  the	  stage	  produces	  “the	  licnesse	  of	  miraclis	  we	  clepen	  
miraclis,	  right	  so	  the	  golden	  calf	  the	  children	  of	  Israel	  clepiden	  it	  God	  (52)	  [the	  likeness	  
of	  miracles	  that	  we	  call	  miracles	  just	  as	  the	  children	  of	  Israel	  called	  the	  golden	  calf	  God].	  	  
The	  plays	  present	  an	  imitation	  of	  God,	  such	  as	  the	  counterfeit	  golden	  calf	  or	  the	  Kaaba	  
in	  Mecca	  that	  Moslems	  supposedly	  idolized.	  	  The	  Tretise-­‐author	  argues	  that	  the	  stage’s	  
actors	  themselves	  convey	  only	  “licnesse	  of	  God”	  (52)	  without	  any	  true	  “drede”	  (38)	  for	  
God	  or	  “gracious	  visiting”	  (37)	  by	  God.	  	  
In	  showcasing	  false	  miracles	  and	  false	  gods,	  the	  biblical	  plays	  of	  the	  late	  
medieval	  theater	  evoke	  sodomy	  through	  their	  counterfeiting	  of	  not	  only	  God’s	  miracles	  
but	  also,	  more	  dangerously,	  God	  himself.	  	  As	  Sharon	  Aronson-­‐Lehavi	  points	  out	  in	  her	  
own	  examination	  of	  A	  Tretise	  of	  Miraclis	  Pleyinge,	  the	  York	  cycle	  alone	  would	  require	  
Christ	  to	  appear	  in	  twenty	  plays.	  	  She	  attends	  to	  a	  rule	  preserved	  in	  the	  1476	  York	  House	  
Book	  that	  “no	  plaier	  Þat	  shal	  plaie	  in	  Þe	  saide	  Corpus	  Christi	  plaie	  be	  conducte	  and	  
Reteyned	  to	  plaie	  but	  twise	  on	  Þe	  day	  of	  Þe	  saide	  playe”	  to	  deduce	  that	  a	  minimum	  of	  
ten	  actors	  would	  be	  required	  to	  play	  Christ	  in	  a	  full	  production	  of	  the	  York	  cycle.32	  	  In	  the	  
York	  production	  of	  over	  forty	  plays	  that	  staged	  the	  “Creation	  to	  Doom”	  narrative	  in	  a	  
single	  twelve	  to	  eighteen	  hour	  span	  on	  the	  feast	  of	  Corpus	  Christi,	  Christ	  would	  be	  
falsely	  “counterfeited”	  by	  at	  least	  ten	  different	  actors	  in	  various	  physical	  forms	  at	  
different	  moments	  in	  his	  life.	  	  Although	  the	  biblcal	  plays	  portrayed	  Christ	  physically	  on	  
stage,	  visually	  representing	  God,	  the	  Father,	  proved	  a	  problematic	  issue.	  	  When	  he	  
appears	  in	  a	  play,	  God	  invariably	  appears	  masked	  in	  order	  to	  obscure	  the	  earthly	  actor	  
representing	  him	  and	  prevent	  an	  idolatrous	  equation	  of	  the	  actor,	  often	  a	  local	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craftsman,	  with	  God	  himself.	  	  More	  commonly	  God	  “appears”	  only	  as	  a	  voice	  in	  order	  to	  
avoid	  the	  false	  representation	  that	  concerns	  the	  Tretise-­‐author.	  	  The	  York	  
Transfiguration,	  for	  example,	  illustrates	  this	  convention	  of	  concealing	  God	  by	  
designating	  the	  character	  of	  God	  “Pater	  in	  Nube”	  [God	  in	  a	  Cloud]	  whose	  speaking	  voice	  
suggests	  his	  stage	  presence.	  	  Eventually,	  this	  reluctance	  to	  portray	  God	  is	  codified	  in	  the	  
Protestant	  ban	  on	  displaying	  Christ	  on	  stage,	  a	  ban	  that	  remained	  in	  effect	  in	  England	  
until	  1966.33	  	  This	  medieval	  reluctance	  to	  present	  God	  on	  stage	  tacitly	  admits	  that	  
Christ’s	  frequent	  appearances	  on	  stage	  are	  counterfeit	  and	  perhaps	  indicates	  an	  
awareness	  of	  Epp’s	  take	  on	  the	  Tretise-­‐author’s	  objection	  to	  Christ’s	  appearance,	  
particularly	  in	  Passion	  plays,	  is	  a	  lustful	  occurrence.	  
In	  a	  period	  that	  encompasses	  a	  rise	  in	  visual	  piety,	  a	  low	  literacy	  rate,	  and	  
relatively	  inaccessible	  (Latin)	  Bible,	  the	  cultural	  work	  that	  biblical	  plays	  perform	  as	  
“bokis	  to	  lewid	  men”	  is	  extremely	  important	  (45).	  	  Writers	  whom	  some	  scholars	  believe	  
the	  Tretise-­‐author	  is	  rebuking	  claim	  that	  miraclis	  pleyinge	  is	  “prophitable	  to	  men	  and	  to	  
the	  worschipe	  of	  God”	  because	  through	  the	  witnessing	  of	  biblical	  dramas	  “men	  mowen	  
leeve	  sinne	  and	  drawen	  hem	  to	  vertues…[and]	  be	  converted	  to	  God”	  (39).	  	  The	  Tretise,	  
however,	  portrays	  such	  conversion	  in	  terms	  similar	  to	  which	  the	  author	  argues	  for	  the	  
plays’	  idolatrous	  essence:	  “fals	  wittnessenge”	  and	  “feinyd	  holinesse”	  (44),	  a	  sodomitic	  
religious	  spectacle.	  	  Rather	  than	  being	  converted	  to	  the	  worship	  of	  the	  true	  God,	  the	  
converts	  of	  biblical	  plays	  are	  converted	  to	  the	  worship	  of	  the	  play’s	  false	  gods	  and	  idols	  
and	  thus	  “drawen	  …	  to	  the	  byleve	  of	  Anticrist”	  (40).	  	  In	  its	  religious	  teaching,	  the	  playing	  
of	  biblical	  narratives	  is	  sodomitic	  in	  its	  mere	  simulation	  of	  conversion,	  only	  seducing	  its	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audience	  into	  the	  unnatural	  “apostasie	  of	  Lucifer”	  who	  “droowgh	  myche	  of	  hevene	  after	  
him”	  (49-­‐50)	  rather	  than	  aiding	  in	  true	  salvation.	  	  The	  “conversion”	  provided	  by	  biblical	  
plays	  is	  a	  perversion	  of	  true	  faith	  that	  is	  sodomitic	  because	  counterfeit.	  
The	  author	  interprets	  this	  attempted	  “conversion”	  as	  sodomitic	  in	  its	  replication	  
on	  stage	  of	  Christ’s	  miracles:	  “Crist	  doth	  now	  no	  miraclis	  for	  us,	  pleye	  we	  thefore	  his	  
olde”	  (52)	  [Christ	  now	  peforms	  no	  miracles	  for	  us;	  therefore,	  we	  play	  his	  old].	  	  In	  the	  
Tretise-­‐author’s	  point	  that	  the	  plays	  recreate	  miracles	  in	  a	  demystified	  world,	  he	  
portrays	  miracles	  as	  their	  opposite	  in	  Christian	  discourse,	  magical	  illusions	  that	  fool	  the	  
audience	  with	  manmade	  spectacles.	  	  Such	  false	  reproduction	  of	  divine	  miracles,	  of	  
course,	  necessitates	  the	  employment	  of	  actors	  to	  which	  the	  Tretise	  objects	  on	  a	  number	  
of	  counts.	  	  Through	  the	  presentation	  of	  actors	  as	  Christ	  and	  other	  Biblical	  figures,	  the	  
author	  alleges	  that	  miraclis	  pleyinge	  present	  “vein	  sightis	  of	  degyse,	  aray	  of	  men	  and	  
wymmen	  by	  yvil	  continaunse”	  (38)	  [vain	  sights	  of	  disguise,	  an	  array	  of	  men	  and	  women	  
of	  evil	  countenance].	  	  The	  use	  of	  “degyse”	  that	  concerns	  the	  Wycliffite	  critic	  is	  certainly	  
the	  custom	  of	  actors	  portraying	  Biblical	  figures	  in	  costume.	  	  The	  Tretise-­‐author	  assumes	  
that	  the	  audience	  interprets	  the	  actors	  of	  biblical	  plays	  as	  transforming	  into	  the	  figures	  
they	  portray	  through	  stagecraft.	  	  The	  author	  does	  not	  read	  these	  portrayals	  as	  
interpretations	  of	  biblical	  narratives	  or	  as	  tableaux	  vivants,	  a	  construal	  of	  biblical	  
dramas	  that	  would	  recuperate	  the	  plays’	  reception	  by	  likening	  them	  to	  iconographic	  
paintings.	  
The	  author	  instead	  interprets	  these	  episodes	  as	  counterfeits,	  “signes	  of	  verrey	  
love	  but	  not	  dedis	  of	  verrey	  love”	  (40).	  	  As	  the	  Wycliffite	  author	  understands	  them,	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biblical	  plays	  waste	  time	  and	  energy:	  “they	  spenden	  upon	  the	  pleyis;	  and	  to	  peyen	  ther	  
rent	  and	  ther	  dette	  they	  wolen	  grucche,	  and	  to	  spenden	  two	  so	  myche	  upon	  ther	  pley	  
they	  wolen	  nothinge	  grucchen”	  (51)	  [they	  spend	  upon	  the	  plays;	  and	  about	  paying	  their	  
rent	  and	  their	  debt	  they	  will	  grumble,	  but	  to	  spend	  twice	  as	  much	  upon	  their	  play	  they	  
will	  object	  nothing]	  while	  neglecting	  to	  spend	  time	  or	  money	  “upon	  the	  nedis	  of	  ther	  
neghboris”	  (51)	  [upon	  the	  needs	  of	  their	  neighbors].	  	  As	  the	  Tretise	  makes	  clear,	  those	  
who	  involve	  themselves	  with	  “miraclis	  pleyinge”	  immerse	  themselves	  in	  an	  illusory	  
world	  to	  the	  detriment	  of	  both	  the	  true	  physical	  world	  and	  the	  more	  important	  spiritual	  
world.	  	  	  	  In	  adorning	  themselves	  in	  “degyse”	  in	  order	  perform	  their	  plays,	  biblical	  players	  
exchange	  the	  bliss	  of	  the	  spiritual	  world	  for	  the	  false	  comforts	  of	  the	  physical.	  
Knowledge	  of	  the	  biblical	  plays’	  cultural	  contexts	  discloses	  further	  anxieties	  
about	  these	  “vein	  sightis	  of	  degyse”	  (38)	  and	  how	  they	  imply	  a	  sin	  “agen	  kinde”	  (54).	  	  
Costuming	  and	  acting	  conventions	  of	  the	  medieval	  theater	  entailed	  that	  men	  typically	  
played	  all	  the	  roles.	  	  Despite	  growing	  evidence	  that	  women	  were	  occasionally	  active	  in	  
dramatic	  presentations,	  usually	  in	  convent	  productions	  or	  singular	  plays	  performed	  for	  a	  
visiting	  dignitary,34	  the	  norm	  would	  have	  been	  for	  men	  to	  play	  all	  parts	  in	  biblical	  cycle	  
dramas,	  saint	  plays,	  and	  morality	  plays.	  	  As	  the	  Tretise-­‐author	  suggests,	  however,	  a	  man	  
on	  stage	  in	  female	  “degyse”	  presented	  “vein	  sightis”	  that	  engaged	  the	  audience	  in	  
sodomitic	  interpretive	  practices.	  
Evidence	  suggests	  that	  there	  may	  have	  been	  as	  many	  as	  a	  dozen	  different	  actors	  
portraying	  Mary	  in	  any	  given	  year	  of	  the	  York	  production	  if	  the	  full	  cycle	  from	  Creation	  
to	  Doom	  was	  performed.35	  	  This	  means	  at	  least	  twelve	  cross-­‐dressed	  men	  play	  the	  role	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of	  Mary.	  	  If	  we	  read	  “sodomy”	  as	  always	  entailing	  a	  form	  of	  counterfeiting,	  the	  problem	  
of	  such	  a	  portrayal	  arises	  from	  the	  sodomitic	  exchange	  of	  a	  man’s	  true	  nature	  for	  the	  
female	  one	  that	  he	  adopts	  when	  disguised	  as	  a	  woman.	  	  As	  Alain	  de	  Lille	  makes	  
abundantly	  clear,	  this	  assumption	  of	  cross-­‐gendered	  identity	  is	  utterly	  reprehensible	  in	  
the	  Middle	  Ages	  and	  constitutes	  sodomy.	  De	  Lille	  explains	  that	  men	  who	  “make	  their	  
bodies	  too	  effeminate	  by	  means	  of	  woman’s	  attire”36	  corrupt	  their	  masculine	  natures	  
and,	  in	  doing	  so,	  commit	  sodomy	  by	  distorting	  their	  natural	  bodies	  through	  clothing	  and	  
cosmetics	  .	  	  Even	  the	  Bible,	  the	  narrative	  source	  for	  the	  plays,	  raises	  objections	  to	  
gendered	  cross-­‐dressing	  in	  Deuteronomy	  22:5	  which	  characterizes	  it	  as	  “abominable	  
before	  God.”37	  	  In	  the	  course	  of	  staging	  the	  full	  York	  cycle,	  a	  dozen	  men	  cross-­‐dress	  in	  
order	  to	  portray	  Mary,	  not	  to	  mention	  the	  other	  female	  roles	  such	  a	  production	  would	  
demand.	  	  In	  de	  Lille’s	  logic,	  these	  men	  commit	  acts	  of	  sodomy	  through	  their	  exchange	  of	  
genders	  and	  the	  loss	  of	  masculinity	  that	  this	  exchange	  entails.	  	  We	  can	  see	  how	  the	  
danger	  of	  cross-­‐dressing	  far	  exceeds	  the	  boundaries	  of	  the	  stage	  and	  its	  creation	  of	  
“vein	  sightis”	  when	  informed	  by	  de	  Lille’s	  comment	  that	  “Cupid,	  working	  many	  miracles	  
by	  changing	  things	  into	  their	  opposites,	  [can]	  transform	  the	  whole	  race	  of	  men.”38	  	  
Despite	  unnatural	  love’s	  equation	  with	  fruitlessness,	  it	  can	  produce	  corruption	  apparent	  
in	  the	  cross-­‐dressed	  man’s	  loss	  of	  prestige	  in	  becoming	  effeminate	  and	  the	  
deterioration	  of	  natural	  gender	  roles	  that	  a	  singular	  instance	  of	  transvestitism	  implies.	  	  
For	  de	  Lille,	  “signes”	  of	  love	  could	  even	  become	  “deeds”	  of	  love.	  	  Because	  the	  Tretise-­‐
author	  doubts	  the	  audience’s	  ability	  to	  distinguish	  between	  actor	  and	  character	  in	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biblical	  dramas,	  theatrical	  cross-­‐dressing	  precludes	  a	  male	  actor’s	  masculinity,	  placing	  
him	  in	  a	  sodomitic	  position	  in	  the	  audience’s	  lustful	  gaze.	  
Despite	  the	  usual	  convention	  of	  men	  playing	  all	  the	  roles	  on	  the	  medieval	  stage,	  
there	  were	  occasions,	  rare	  though	  they	  were,	  when	  women	  were	  permitted	  to	  
participate	  in	  dramatic	  performances.	  	  However,	  in	  exceptional	  cases,	  such	  as	  
productions	  of	  the	  Visitatio	  Sepulchri	  (Visit	  to	  the	  Sepulcher),	  careful	  measures	  were	  
taken	  to	  ensure	  that	  the	  nuns	  who	  portrayed	  the	  three	  Marys	  of	  the	  piece	  were	  
properly	  purified	  to	  prepare	  them	  for	  the	  roles.	  	  As	  Dunbar	  Ogden	  illustrates	  in	  
discussing	  costume	  changes	  in	  liturgical	  drama,	  the	  emphasis	  on	  purification	  included	  a	  
literal	  washing	  of	  the	  actress’s	  body	  and	  a	  spiritually	  cleansing	  of	  her	  soul	  through	  
confession	  to	  her	  Abbess.39	  	  Interestingly,	  we	  have	  no	  record	  of	  any	  such	  purification	  for	  
monks	  playing	  the	  roles	  of	  the	  three	  Marys.	  	  Nor	  is	  there	  evidence	  that	  the	  male	  actors	  
of	  the	  biblical	  cycle	  dramas	  such	  underwent	  rituals	  of	  purification.	  	  This	  gender-­‐based	  
ritual	  is	  a	  small	  detail	  in	  medieval	  dramatic	  history	  with	  huge	  implications.	  	  It	  suggests	  
that	  women	  require	  special	  purification	  in	  order	  to	  present	  themselves	  in	  holy	  roles	  due	  
to	  their	  supposedly	  sinful	  and	  sexual	  natures.	  	  Lay	  dramatists	  were	  unconcerned	  with	  
the	  need	  to	  purify	  male	  actors	  who	  cross-­‐dressed	  in	  order	  to	  portray	  female	  characters.	  	  
It	  is,	  of	  course,	  possible	  that	  allowing	  women	  on	  the	  stage	  proved	  a	  greater	  perceived	  
danger	  than	  cross-­‐dressed	  men.	  	  Medieval	  literature	  abounds	  with	  evidence	  that	  
women’s	  sexual	  desires	  not	  only	  were	  more	  rapacious	  than	  men’s	  but	  also	  jeopardized	  
men’s	  sexual	  well-­‐being	  as	  well	  because	  overindulgence	  in	  sex	  could	  emasculate	  men.40	  	  
Furthermore,	  in	  the	  medieval	  medical	  tradition	  built	  on	  the	  work	  of	  Galen	  and	  Aristotle,	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the	  female	  sex	  was	  already	  considered	  an	  imperfect	  “copy”	  of	  the	  true	  male	  sex.41	  	  The	  
female	  actors’	  lust	  and	  the	  “counterfeit”	  female	  sexual	  biology	  would	  have	  accentuated	  
the	  sodomitic	  essence	  of	  stage	  representations.	  	  In	  performances	  presented	  to	  an	  
audience	  of	  both	  genders,	  male	  actors	  cross-­‐dressing	  might	  have	  been	  the	  only	  
acceptable	  solution	  to	  the	  problem	  presented	  by	  female	  characters.	  	  Although	  the	  ritual	  
purification	  of	  female	  actors	  suggests	  a	  tacit	  medieval	  admission	  of	  the	  stage’s	  
sodomitic	  representational	  practices,	  I	  should	  note	  that	  specifically	  as	  a	  male	  sexual	  sin,	  
sodomy	  was	  “the	  worst.”	  	  The	  ritual	  of	  female	  purification	  implies	  that	  stage	  sodomy	  
arises	  from	  the	  act	  of	  performance.	  	  A	  similar	  ritual	  for	  male	  cleansing	  would	  admit	  to	  
too	  much	  and	  imply	  actual	  male	  same-­‐sex	  sodomitic	  acts.	  
Although	  the	  Tretise	  of	  Miraclis	  Pleyinge	  makes	  no	  mention	  of	  purification	  rituals	  
for	  either	  men	  or	  women,	  it	  is	  doubtful	  that	  such	  rituals	  would	  appease	  the	  Tretise-­‐
author	  who	  objects	  to	  the	  representational	  as	  well	  as	  the	  sexual	  nature	  of	  the	  theater.	  	  
In	  order	  to	  produce	  a	  biblical	  drama,	  actors	  must	  impersonate	  a	  number	  of	  figures	  
including	  angels,	  Jews,	  Saracens,	  devils,	  Lucifer,	  and	  God	  himself.	  	  In	  order	  to	  do	  so,	  
costumes	  are	  required	  to	  indicate	  the	  identity	  and	  status	  of	  the	  character	  on	  stage.	  	  In	  
costuming	  themselves	  as	  such	  characters,	  however,	  the	  actors	  again	  act	  “agen	  kinde”	  
(54)	  in	  light	  of	  medieval	  sartorial	  codes.	  	  The	  Tretise-­‐author	  implies	  such	  sumptuary	  laws	  
that	  required	  a	  person	  to	  dress	  “according	  to	  his	  degree”42	  as	  determined	  by	  rank	  and	  
income	  in	  his	  attack	  on	  the	  ““vein	  sightis	  of	  degyse”	  that	  permit	  theatrical	  
representation.	  	  Such	  laws	  regulated	  a	  person’s	  dress	  based	  on	  social	  station	  and	  
income.	  	  Those	  who	  dressed	  above	  their	  stations	  or	  even	  tailors	  who	  made	  forbidden	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articles	  of	  clothing	  could	  be	  subjected	  to	  financial	  penalties,	  imprisonment,	  or	  both.43	  	  
These	  sumptuary	  laws	  imply	  a	  “natural”	  connection	  between	  appearance	  and	  reality	  
that	  theatrical	  costuming	  inevitably	  disrupts.	  	  In	  discussing	  techniques	  of	  medieval	  
costuming,	  Jean	  MacIntyre	  and	  Garrett	  Epp	  make	  it	  clear	  that	  costumes	  were	  essential	  
in	  allowing	  the	  audience	  to	  identify	  characters	  on	  stage.44	  	  There	  is	  evidence	  Mary	  may	  
have	  worn	  a	  blue	  mantle	  in	  order	  to	  make	  herself	  recognizable.	  	  The	  post-­‐Resurrection	  
Christ	  conventionally	  appeared	  in	  red,45	  and	  God,	  when	  he	  appears	  on	  stage,	  is	  famously	  
attired	  in	  a	  golden	  mask.46	  	  The	  Jewish	  religious	  leaders	  Annas	  and	  Caiphas	  are	  identified	  
in	  the	  N-­‐Town	  Passion	  plays	  as	  dressing	  themselves	  “aftyr	  a	  busshop	  of	  Þe	  hoold	  lawe	  in	  
a	  skarlet	  gowne,	  and	  ouyr	  Þat	  a	  blew	  tabbard	  furryd	  with	  whyte,	  and	  a	  mytere	  on	  his	  
hed.”47	  	  Similarly	  beast-­‐like	  figures	  such	  as	  the	  “serpent	  with	  a	  woman’s	  face”	  that	  
characterizes	  Satan	  in	  the	  York	  Fall	  of	  Man	  episode48	  create	  an	  illusion	  demanded	  by	  
theatrical	  spectacle.	  	  The	  actors	  who	  present	  themselves	  in	  these	  costumes	  present	  
themselves	  in	  “vein	  sightis	  of	  degyse”	  that	  are	  entirely	  necessary	  for	  the	  success	  of	  the	  
theatrical	  illusion.	  	  The	  false	  representation	  facilitated	  by	  costuming	  is	  of	  major	  concern	  
for	  those	  who	  object	  to	  theatrical	  representation,	  however,	  because	  it	  presents	  no	  
“dedis	  of	  verrey	  love”	  (40)	  [deeds	  of	  true	  love].	  	  
The	  Wycliffite	  author	  reminds	  his	  audience	  that	  God	  has	  commanded	  men	  to	  
“Pley	  not	  with	  me	  but	  pley	  with	  thy	  pere”	  (36),	  implying	  a	  disruption	  of	  the	  “natural”	  
hierarchies	  of	  class	  and	  status	  in	  biblical	  plays	  similar	  to	  that	  involved	  in	  the	  theater’s	  
disregard	  of	  sartorial	  codes.	  	  In	  taking	  as	  their	  subject	  the	  stories	  of	  the	  Bible,	  biblical	  
plays	  defy	  God’s	  decree.	  Indeed,	  the	  Tretise	  alleges	  that	  the	  performance	  of	  plays	  
 23 
“reversith	  dissipline”	  (37).	  	  	  The	  plays	  have	  “takun	  the	  mervelouse	  werkis	  of	  God”	  (45)	  as	  
their	  subjects	  the	  miracles	  of	  God	  and,	  in	  doing	  so,	  biblical	  players	  project	  themselves	  
outside	  their	  natural	  positions	  in	  the	  order	  of	  Creation.	  	  In	  doing	  so	  it	  is	  the	  Tretise’s	  
contention	  that	  biblical	  players	  “japen”	  Christ	  	  “as	  diden	  the	  Jewis	  that	  bobbiden	  Crist”	  
(38).49	  	  Like	  the	  Jews	  of	  the	  Passion	  sequences	  who	  game	  for	  Christ’s	  seamless	  coat	  
while	  missing	  the	  import	  of	  the	  Passion,	  biblical	  players	  profit	  financially	  from	  staging	  
Christ’s	  miracles	  and	  ignore	  the	  true	  teachings	  of	  Christ.	  	  	  Such	  actors	  “reversith	  
dissipline”	  because	  they	  forgo	  their	  natural	  roles	  as	  devotees	  of	  God	  and	  instead	  
present	  themselves	  as	  his	  “pere[s]”	  (36).	  
	   This	  problem	  of	  ignoring	  social	  /	  religious	  hierarchy	  is	  mentioned	  by	  the	  Tretise-­‐
author	  very	  early	  in	  his	  tract.	  	  The	  Tretise	  draws	  comparisons	  between	  an	  servant	  who	  
“taken	  in	  pley	  and	  bourde	  that	  h[is]	  erthely	  lord	  takith	  in	  ernest”	  and	  a	  servant	  who	  
“maken	  our	  pley	  and	  bourde	  of	  tho	  miraclis	  and	  werkis	  that	  God	  so	  ernestfully	  wrought”	  
(35).	  	  This	  comparison	  makes	  clear	  the	  contemptibility	  of	  disregarding	  proper	  
hierarchies	  and	  the	  fact	  that	  doing	  so	  is	  unnatural	  and	  consequently	  sodomitic.	  
Just	  as	  the	  Tretise	  expresses	  concerns	  with	  proper	  “dissipline,”	  antitheatrical	  
authors	  ranging	  from	  Tertullian50	  to	  Phillip	  Stubbes	  associate	  social	  status	  encoded	  in	  
clothing	  with	  identity.	  	  Thus,	  the	  adoption	  of	  clothing	  outside	  one’s	  social	  status,	  
particularly	  if	  it	  pertains	  to	  a	  class	  above	  that	  of	  the	  wearer,	  is	  a	  point	  of	  major	  concern.	  	  
Antitheatricalists	  take	  cases	  of	  dressing	  above	  or	  outside	  one’s	  station	  very	  seriously	  
since	  clothing	  is	  expected	  to	  reveal	  the	  class	  and	  socioeconomic	  position	  of	  its	  wearer.	  	  
As	  MacIntyre	  and	  Epp	  illustrate,	  antitheatricalist	  Philip	  Stubbs	  in	  his	  1583	  “Homily	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against	  Escess	  of	  Apparel”	  complains	  that	  clothing	  had	  become	  untrustworthy	  for	  
establishing	  the	  class	  of	  its	  wearer	  due	  to	  the	  influence	  of	  theatrical	  costuming.51	  	  
Patristic	  era	  writer	  Tertullian	  also	  decries	  the	  use	  of	  costumes	  in	  dramatic	  
representations:	  “The	  Author	  of	  truth,	  loves	  no	  falsehood;	  all	  that	  is	  feigned	  is	  adultery	  
in	  His	  sight.	  	  The	  man	  who	  counterfeits	  voice,	  sex	  or	  age,	  He	  will	  not	  approve.”52	  	  For	  
Tertullian,	  costuming	  is	  not	  only	  a	  mode	  of	  false	  representation	  but	  also,	  as	  the	  word	  
“adultery”	  implies,	  is	  sodomitic.	  	  As	  John	  Barish	  explains	  Tertullian’s	  critique	  of	  
costuming,	  “One’s	  identity,	  for	  Tertullian,	  is	  absolutely	  given,	  as	  one’s	  sex	  is	  given;	  any	  
deviation	  from	  it	  constitutes	  a	  perversion	  akin	  to	  the	  attempt	  to	  change	  one’s	  sex.”53	  	  
The	  Wycliffite	  Tretise	  is	  similarly	  concerned	  with	  the	  sexual	  perversions	  inherent	  in	  all	  
“vein	  sightis	  of	  degyse,”	  which	  not	  only	  falsely	  represent	  the	  actor	  and	  biblical	  character	  
but	  also	  are	  responsible	  for	  “stiring	  othere	  [men	  and	  women]	  to	  leccherie”	  [stirring	  
others	  to	  lust]	  (38).	  	  It	  is	  clear	  that	  the	  Tretise-­‐author	  links	  the	  sodomitic	  characteristics	  
of	  “vein	  sightis	  of	  degyse”	  not	  only	  to	  false	  representation	  but	  also	  to	  provocation	  of	  
lust.	  	  For	  the	  Tretise-­‐author,	  because	  the	  characters	  of	  biblical	  plays	  are	  false	  
representations,	  they	  are	  incapable	  of	  inspiring	  true	  Christian	  belief.	  	  Therefore	  the	  
emotions	  and	  desires	  these	  characters	  do	  inspire	  are	  reduced	  to	  “lustis	  of	  the	  fleyssh”	  
(38)	  in	  order	  to	  deny	  any	  true	  spiritual	  worth	  to	  the	  plays.	  	  Because	  such	  “leccherie”	  is	  
provoked	  by	  false	  representations	  it	  is	  incapable	  of	  producing	  any	  true	  “dedis	  of	  verrey	  
love”	  (40)	  and	  is	  thus	  sodomitic.	  
The	  Tretise-­‐author’s	  concern	  over	  “leccherie”	  refers	  not	  only	  to	  the	  sexual	  lust	  
discussed	  by	  Epp	  but	  also	  a	  metaphorical	  lust	  that	  indicates	  a	  preoccupation	  with	  the	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material	  world,	  a	  valuing	  of	  the	  flesh	  over	  the	  “gostly”	  (44)	  reality	  offered	  by	  the	  biblical	  
narrative.	  	  This	  preference	  indicates	  a	  preoccupation	  with	  the	  transitory	  material	  
existence	  rather	  than	  a	  true	  contemplation	  of	  the	  more	  permanent	  spiritual	  world,	  a	  
perverse	  valorization	  of	  the	  false	  world	  of	  the	  stage	  over	  the	  true	  salvation	  of	  heaven.	  	  
As	  the	  Tretise-­‐author	  explains,	  those	  who	  participate	  in	  biblical	  play	  performances	  
“lovyn	  more	  the	  liking	  of	  theire	  body	  and	  of	  prosperite	  of	  the	  world	  than	  liking	  in	  God	  
and	  prosperetie	  of	  vertu	  in	  the	  soule”	  (43).	  	  The	  actor’s	  bodies	  presented	  in	  
counterfeited	  “degyse”	  and	  subjected	  to	  a	  lustful	  gaze,	  become	  vehicles	  for	  the	  
audiences’	  attachment	  to	  their	  own	  bodies.	  
As	  well	  as	  encouraging	  a	  sexual	  attachment	  to	  the	  body,	  “miraclis	  pleyinge”,	  
according	  to	  the	  Wycliffite	  Tretise,	  also	  promotes	  financial	  sodomy	  as	  well.	  	  In	  claiming	  
that	  biblical	  plays	  provide	  opportunities	  for	  the	  conversion	  of	  their	  audiences,	  the	  
defenders	  of	  miraclis	  pleyinge	  bestow	  the	  actors	  and	  characters	  of	  the	  biblical	  episodes	  
with	  a	  salvific	  power	  not	  unlike	  that	  of	  orthodox	  priests	  who	  lead	  the	  laity	  in	  worship.	  	  
For	  the	  Tretise-­‐author,	  however,	  these	  pseudo-­‐priests	  are	  but	  “pristis	  onely	  in	  signes	  
and	  for	  money	  schewiden	  ther	  pristhode”	  (49).	  	  The	  author	  asserts	  that	  the	  actors	  
playing	  biblical	  characters,	  characters	  understood	  to	  be	  linked	  to	  the	  priesthood,	  do	  so	  
for	  payment	  rather	  than	  out	  of	  true	  concern	  for	  the	  improvement	  of	  the	  audiences’	  
souls.	  	  In	  associating	  the	  “pristhode”	  of	  the	  stage	  with	  monetary	  gain,	  the	  Tretise-­‐author	  
essentially	  charges	  the	  actors	  and	  producers	  of	  biblical	  plays	  with	  simony,	  the	  offense	  of	  
buying	  or	  selling	  ecclesiastical	  privileges.	  	  This	  offense	  is	  linked	  to	  sodomitic	  false	  
production,	  the	  buying	  and	  selling	  of	  Salvation	  that	  only	  Christ	  can	  truly	  offer.	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According	  to	  Carolyn	  Dinshaw,	  this	  “spiritual	  sodomy”54	  is	  not	  only	  linked	  to	  the	  “selling	  
God’s	  body”55	  in	  Lollard	  polemic	  but	  is	  itself	  a	  more	  serious	  accusation	  than	  charges	  of	  
sexual	  sodomy.	  	  As	  I	  will	  argue	  in	  chapter	  three,	  it	  is	  precisely	  this	  spiritual/	  economic	  
branch	  of	  sodomy	  that	  richly	  informs	  Christ’s	  death	  in	  the	  N-­‐Town	  Passion	  plays.	  
Similarly	  the	  Tretise-­‐author	  alleges	  that	  biblical	  plays	  incite	  “felawschipe	  of	  
glotenye	  and	  lecherie	  in	  siche	  dayes	  of	  miraclis	  pleyinge,	  they	  bisen	  hem	  beforn	  to	  more	  
greedily	  by	  gilen	  ther	  neghbors	  in	  byinge	  and	  in	  selling”	  [fellowship	  of	  gluttony	  and	  
lechery	  in	  such	  days	  of	  miracle	  playing,	  they	  attend	  themselves	  more	  greedily	  to	  
beguiling	  their	  neighbors	  in	  buying	  and	  selling].	  	  Again	  the	  Tretise	  protests	  the	  intimate	  
association	  of	  the	  production	  of	  biblical	  plays	  with	  money.	  	  As	  Mervyn	  James	  explains	  in	  
his	  notable	  essay	  on	  the	  civic	  relations	  of	  medieval	  dramatic	  productions,	  the	  cycle	  
pageants	  such	  as	  the	  York,	  Chester,	  and	  Wakefield	  would	  have	  been	  produced	  by	  local	  
guilds	  as	  a	  part	  of	  their	  particular	  devotional	  focuses,	  as	  a	  means	  of	  sponsoring	  civic	  
pride,	  and	  possibly	  as	  a	  simple	  method	  of	  advertisement	  for	  the	  guild	  based	  on	  “a	  
symbolic	  affinity	  between	  the	  occupation	  and	  the	  Scriptural	  episode.”56	  	  Bakers	  were	  
often	  given	  the	  Last	  Supper	  play,	  shipwrights	  sponsored	  the	  Flood,	  and	  mercers	  were	  
responsible	  for	  the	  Last	  Judgment.	  	  Possibly	  designed	  only	  to	  be	  symbolic,	  the	  economic	  
benefit	  to	  the	  producing	  guilds	  is	  clearly	  evident,	  and	  James	  closely	  links	  the	  success	  of	  a	  
guild’s	  episode	  with	  its	  economic	  success.57	  	  The	  dispute	  that	  the	  Tretise-­‐author	  voices	  
over	  this	  financial	  element	  of	  the	  plays	  relies	  upon	  the	  fact	  that	  the	  guilds	  benefit	  
monetarily	  from	  what	  the	  Wycliffite	  writer	  sees	  as	  false	  productions.	  	  Rather	  than	  
relying	  solely	  upon	  the	  products	  they	  manufacture	  and	  the	  services	  they	  provide,	  these	  
 27 
guilds	  profit	  from	  the	  performance	  of	  false	  miracles.	  	  Their	  money	  is,	  therefore,	  tainted	  
with	  sodomy,	  as	  are	  their	  biblical	  plays.	  	  
For	  the	  Tretise-­‐author,	  not	  only	  do	  the	  plays	  incite	  a	  sodomitic	  attachment	  to	  a	  
false	  world,	  the	  counterfeit	  world	  of	  the	  stage.	  	  They	  also	  alter	  what	  he	  sees	  as	  the	  
natural	  progression	  of	  human	  religion	  for	  they	  “han	  made	  men	  to	  gon	  backward,	  that	  is	  
to	  sey,	  fro	  the	  gostly	  living	  of	  the	  Newe	  Testament	  to	  the	  fleyshly	  living	  of	  the	  Old	  
Testament”	  (49)	  [have	  made	  men	  go	  backward,	  that	  is	  to	  say,	  from	  the	  spiritual	  living	  of	  
the	  New	  Testament	  to	  the	  fleshly	  living	  of	  the	  Old	  Testament].	  	  Such	  a	  reversal	  causes	  
men	  to	  forget	  the	  message	  of	  Christ.	  	  Furthermore,	  the	  plays	  allegedly	  inspire	  their	  
audiences	  to	  revert	  to	  living	  in	  the	  “fleyshly”	  manner	  exhibited	  in	  the	  Old	  Testament.	  	  	  
The	  apprehension	  is	  not	  that	  plays	  convert	  men	  to	  live	  like	  Moses	  but	  instead	  incite	  
behaviors	  such	  as	  those	  exhibited	  by	  Cain,	  whose	  lewd	  behavior,	  miserly	  tithing,	  and	  
contempt	  for	  God	  are	  humorously	  produced	  the	  Wakefield/	  Towneley	  Killing	  of	  Abel.	  	  
Such	  contempt	  of	  God	  illustrates	  the	  Tretise’s	  conclusion	  that	  “miraclis	  pleyinge	  
is	  verre	  apostasye	  of	  Crist”	  (49).	  	  For	  the	  Wycliffite	  author,	  “the	  miraclis	  and	  werkis	  that	  
Crist	  so	  ernystfully	  wroughte	  to	  oure	  helthe”	  (35)	  are	  corrupted	  by	  the	  sodomy	  of	  the	  
stage,	  and	  instead	  of	  properly	  acting	  as	  a	  “helpe	  of	  oure	  savac[i]oun”	  (36),	  such	  plays	  
“reversith	  Crist”	  (36).	  	  The	  charge	  that	  these	  plays	  “reversith	  Crist”	  is	  a	  charge	  of	  
sodomy,	  for	  the	  Wycliffite	  author	  understands	  that	  such	  plays	  pervert	  the	  true	  salvation	  
offered	  by	  Christ’s	  message	  by	  instead	  offering	  a	  false	  reproduction	  of	  Christ’s	  self,	  
miracles,	  and	  message.	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   The	  medieval	  theater	  invites	  lustful	  gazing,	  counterfeits	  divine	  miracles	  and	  
figures,	  and	  engages	  its	  audience	  in	  false	  worship.	  	  Such	  sodomitic	  corruptions	  do	  not	  
remain	  restricted	  to	  the	  stage’s	  playing	  space.	  	  The	  Tretise	  implies	  this	  in	  describing	  the	  
plays	  as	  an	  “occasion	  of	  perverting	  men,	  not	  onely	  of	  oon	  singuler	  persone	  but	  of	  al	  an	  
hool	  comynte”	  (41)	  [occasion	  of	  perverting	  men,	  not	  only	  a	  single	  person	  but	  a	  whole	  
community].	  	  Speaking	  to	  this	  Garrett	  Epp	  notes,	  “The	  York	  plays	  are	  …	  famously	  self-­‐
reflexive,	  constantly	  blurring	  the	  already	  tenuous	  boundary	  between	  audience	  and	  
actor,	  stage	  and	  street,	  turning	  ‘biblical	  characters	  into	  York	  citizens’	  and	  vice	  versa.”58	  
The	  fluidity	  to	  which	  Epp	  alludes	  clearly	  indicates	  the	  potential	  for	  translation	  of	  the	  
stage’s	  actions	  and	  themes	  as	  well	  as	  its	  corruptions.	  	  This	  sentiment	  of	  communal	  
perversion	  is	  repeated	  several	  times	  in	  the	  Wycliffite	  tract,	  such	  that	  we	  might	  conclude	  
that	  the	  sins	  and	  sodomy	  of	  the	  theater	  are	  not	  contained	  by	  whatever	  physical	  
demarcations	  the	  stage	  could	  provide,	  be	  they	  the	  sides	  of	  a	  stage	  wagon,	  the	  walls	  of	  a	  
amphitheater,	  or	  the	  just	  an	  empty	  stretch	  of	  grass	  between	  audience	  and	  action.59	  	  
Sodomy’s	  suggestibility	  as	  a	  category,	  coupled	  with	  the	  interactive	  nature	  of	  medieval	  
drama,	  contributes	  to	  a	  cultural	  fear	  of	  contagion.	  	  Although	  sodomy	  is	  ultimately	  
fruitless,	  writers	  worry	  a	  great	  deal	  over	  its	  spread.	  
	   The	  communicability	  of	  various	  forms	  of	  sodomy	  in	  late	  medieval	  theater	  is	  
further	  corroborated	  by	  medieval	  theories	  of	  vision.	  	  During	  the	  Middle	  Ages	  two	  
competing	  models	  of	  vision	  theory	  dominated	  medieval	  medicine:	  intromission	  and	  
extramission.60	  	  Both	  theories	  propose	  that	  vision	  consists	  of	  a	  physical	  exchange	  of	  
material	  between	  the	  viewer	  and	  the	  object	  viewed.	  	  This	  material,	  often	  termed	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“species,”	  travels	  between	  viewer	  and	  object	  in	  both	  systems	  of	  vision.61	  	  According	  to	  
St.	  Augustine,	  a	  proponent	  of	  the	  extramission	  theory,	  this	  theoretical	  exchange	  means,	  
“the	  senses	  are	  dangerous	  open	  doorways	  reaching	  out	  to	  embrace	  cupidity,	  bridges	  
between	  world	  and	  body	  that	  have	  to	  be	  strictly	  guarded.”62	  	  As	  Augustine	  further	  
explains,	  the	  extramission	  theory	  presumes	  an	  exchange	  of	  species	  originating	  in	  the	  
eye,	  traveling	  to	  the	  object	  seen,	  and	  returning	  to	  the	  eye	  after	  having	  touched	  the	  
object	  of	  sight	  and	  gathered	  a	  portion	  of	  its	  own	  species	  to	  bring	  back	  to	  the	  viewer.63	  	  
Conversely,	  the	  intromission	  theory	  holds	  that	  the	  species	  originates	  in	  the	  object	  and	  
beams	  from	  the	  object	  into	  the	  viewer’s	  eye.64	  	  Both	  theories,	  however,	  rely	  upon	  a	  
physical	  exchange	  between	  viewer	  and	  object.	  	  Furthermore,	  the	  species,	  whether	  
originating	  with	  eye	  or	  object,	  penetrates	  into	  the	  viewer’s	  brain	  where	  “these	  species	  
multiply	  along	  the	  interior	  and	  along	  the	  hollow	  optic	  nerve.”65	  	  Michael	  Camille	  draws	  
this	  conclusion	  based	  upon	  a	  medieval	  copy	  of	  a	  Latin	  tract	  theorizing	  vision,	  which	  
contains	  an	  illustration	  of	  a	  human	  head	  that	  traces	  the	  path	  of	  vision	  inside	  the	  human	  
brain.66	  	  What	  this	  means	  for	  the	  world	  of	  medieval	  drama	  and	  the	  Wycliffite	  Tretise’s	  
opposition	  to	  it	  is	  that	  each	  dramatic	  production,	  already	  a	  false	  copy	  of	  a	  divine	  
original,	  is	  further	  duplicated	  in	  the	  minds	  and	  souls	  of	  audiences.	  	  Using	  the	  effect	  of	  
the	  “after-­‐image,”	  Camille	  illustrates	  that	  medieval	  audiences	  retain	  copies	  of	  the	  
devotional	  images	  they	  perceive,	  a	  retention	  corroborated	  by	  medieval	  vision	  
theories.67	  	  Therefore,	  each	  member	  of	  the	  audience	  of	  a	  medieval	  theatrical	  spectacle	  
walks	  away	  with	  a	  male	  Virgin,	  a	  false	  God,	  and,	  as	  Epp	  would	  have	  it,	  a	  lusty	  Christ.	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What	  this	  means	  then,	  is	  that	  to	  see	  is	  to	  touch	  and	  to	  actually	  engage	  in	  “the	  lustis	  of	  
the	  fleyssh	  and	  mirthe	  of	  the	  body”	  (38)	  that	  fascinate	  Epp.	  
	   The	  Tretise-­‐	  author	  does	  not	  end	  his	  tract	  idly	  in	  declaring	  that	  miraclis	  pleyinge	  
is	  a	  “trewe	  threting	  of	  sodeyn	  veniaunce	  upon	  us”	  (54)	  [true	  threating	  of	  sudden	  
vengeance	  upon	  us].	  	  For	  the	  author,	  the	  theater,	  a	  locus	  of	  unnatural	  productions,	  lust,	  
false	  money	  and	  falser	  worship	  warrants	  “greet	  venianunce”	  (54).	  	  Although	  the	  author	  
initially	  connects	  this	  holy	  vengeance	  to	  the	  “day	  of	  dome”	  (54),	  his	  association	  of	  
“miraclis	  pleyinge”	  with	  acts	  “agen	  kinde”	  (54)	  implies	  God’s	  vengeance	  on	  the	  city	  of	  
Sodom,	  whose	  well-­‐known	  sexual	  sins	  are	  so	  blithely	  replicated	  on	  the	  stage.	  
	   A	  Tretise	  of	  Miraclis	  Pleyinge	  recognizes	  the	  sodomitic	  implications	  of	  medieval	  
dramas	  for	  their	  lewd	  displays	  and	  the	  many	  types	  of	  perversion	  they	  entail.	  	  In	  addition	  
to	  serving	  as	  a	  fervent	  attack	  on	  dramatic	  production,	  however,	  the	  protests	  raised	  the	  
Tretise	  illustrate	  medieval	  theater’s	  toleration	  of	  such	  sodomitic	  representations	  
onstage,	  thus	  demonstrating	  its	  hospitability	  to	  queer	  themes.	  	  The	  following	  chapters	  
will	  investigate	  the	  York	  Joseph’s	  Trouble	  episode	  and	  the	  N-­‐Town	  Passion	  plays.	  	  These	  
chapters	  endeavor	  to	  illuminate	  the	  various	  types	  of	  sodomy	  that	  the	  Tretise-­‐author	  so	  
vehemently	  protests	  yet,	  due	  to	  the	  categorical	  silence	  surrounding	  this	  sin,	  does	  not	  
explicitly	  name.	  	  Although	  the	  Tretise-­‐author	  is	  silent	  on	  the	  plays’	  perversions	  of	  biblical	  
plots,	  the	  York	  version	  of	  Joseph’s	  Trouble	  explicitly	  advertises	  the	  theater’s	  queerness	  
in	  portraying	  an	  extremely	  holy	  act,	  the	  Annunciation,	  in	  terms	  of	  sodomitic	  sex.
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  “God	  Þe	  fadir	  in	  heuen	  
Ordand	  in	  erthe	  mankynde	  to	  mende;	  
And	  to	  grayth	  it	  with	  Godhede	  euen,	  
His	  sone	  he	  saide	  Pat	  he	  suld	  sende	  
To	  take	  kynde	  of	  mankyn,	  
In	  a	  mayden	  full	  mylde;”	  
~York	  Annunciation	  and	  Visitation68	  
	  
	  
“Who	  for	  us	  men,	  and	  for	  our	  salvation,	  came	  down	  from	  heaven;	  and	  was	  
incarnate	  by	  the	  Holy	  Ghost	  of	  the	  Virgin	  Mary,	  and	  was	  made	  man.”	  
~Nicene	  Creed69	  
	  
	  
III.	  QUEER	  CONCEPTION:	  REINTERPRETING	  THE	  BIRTH	  OF	  CHRIST	  IN	  THE	  YORK	  CYCLE	  
JOSEPH’S	  TROUBLE	  ABOUT	  MARY	  AND	  THE	  NATIVITY	  	  
	  
Beginning	  in	  the	  late	  fourteenth	  century,	  stagings	  of	  the	  biblical	  cycle	  plays	  
known	  variously	  as	  the	  York	  “Corpus	  Christi”	  or	  “mystery	  plays”	  were	  intended	  to	  be	  
both	  instructional	  and	  at	  times	  humorous	  to	  spectators.	  	  In	  York’s	  Joseph’s	  Trouble	  
About	  Mary	  these	  twin	  purposes	  are	  illustrated	  by	  the	  fact	  that	  two	  men,	  one	  of	  them	  
very	  pregnant,	  play	  the	  holy	  couple	  in	  an	  effort	  to	  explain	  the	  Virgin	  Birth	  to	  a	  lay	  
audience.	  	  However,	  a	  good	  deal	  of	  anxiety	  about	  such	  lay	  performances	  of	  biblical	  
material	  proliferated	  in	  the	  Middle	  Ages	  as	  evinced	  by	  the	  anonymous	  A	  Tretise	  of	  
Miraclis	  Pleyinge,	  which	  concerns	  itself	  with	  theatrical	  spectacles	  used	  to	  convey	  
religious	  doctrine.	  	  More	  broadly,	  the	  revelation	  of	  holy	  doctrine	  and	  instruction	  outside	  
the	  Church’s	  control	  caused	  a	  great	  deal	  of	  concern	  for	  medieval	  religious	  thinkers.70	  	  As	  
Alain	  de	  Lille	  explains,	  “he	  lessens	  the	  majesty	  of	  mysteries	  who	  divulges	  secrets	  to	  the
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unworthy.”71	  	  Legends	  of	  men	  who	  learned	  their	  religion	  solely	  through	  the	  
performance	  of	  such	  plays	  attest	  to	  the	  anxiety	  surrounding	  the	  cycle	  play	  tradition,	  
which	  removed	  religious	  instruction	  from	  the	  hands,	  and	  lands,	  of	  the	  Church	  and	  
delivered	  it	  into	  the	  hands	  of	  laymen	  in	  the	  form	  of	  theatricalized	  Biblical	  stories.72	  	  As	  
such,	  the	  Tretise-­‐author	  fears	  that	  biblical	  plays	  such	  as	  the	  York	  Joseph’s	  Trouble	  
episode	  will	  lead	  the	  audience	  into	  misinterpreting	  biblical	  narratives.	  	  The	  Tretise-­‐
author	  fears	  that	  religious	  instruction	  by	  means	  of	  Biblical	  dramas	  teaches	  a	  false	  
impression	  of	  Christianity	  because	  “such	  pley	  comunely	  is	  fals	  wittnessenge.”73	  	  While	  
the	  Tretise-­‐author	  is	  more	  concerned	  with	  the	  visual	  nature	  of	  theater	  as	  a	  poor	  tool	  for	  
spiritual	  teaching,	  his	  concern	  about	  false	  impressions	  of	  Christ	  and	  his	  message	  suggest	  
heterodox	  reinterpretations	  of	  biblical	  stories.	  
Examples	  of	  such	  heterodox	  interpretation	  of	  scripture	  can	  be	  found	  in	  the	  York	  
cycle	  pageants	  Joseph’s	  Trouble	  about	  Mary	  and	  The	  Nativity,	  where	  the	  audience	  
witnesses	  Joseph’s	  reaction	  to	  and	  doubt	  of	  the	  Virgin	  Birth	  played	  out	  in	  a	  very	  earthly	  
manner.	  	  In	  the	  York	  playwright’s	  treatment,	  Joseph’s	  role	  is	  written	  and	  performed	  as	  
that	  of	  a	  potentially	  cuckolded	  husband	  whose	  doubts	  impugn	  the	  authenticity	  of	  the	  
Virgin	  Birth.	  Ultimately,	  Joseph’s	  doubt,	  as	  represented	  on	  the	  York	  wagon-­‐stage,	  not	  
only	  reveals	  his	  own	  nearly	  blasphemous	  estimation	  of	  the	  miracle	  of	  Christ’s	  birth	  but	  
also	  potentially	  fosters	  any	  doubts	  the	  audience	  may	  already	  hold.	  	  In	  associating	  the	  
birth	  of	  Christ	  with	  an	  unnatural	  “sex	  act,”	  the	  Joseph-­‐actor	  reveals	  that	  the	  Virgin	  Birth	  
defies	  laws	  of	  natural	  production,	  thus	  ascribing	  sodomy	  to	  a	  miracle	  whose	  authenticity	  
is	  further	  problematized	  by	  its	  production	  on	  the	  queer	  space	  of	  the	  medieval	  stage.	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The	  late	  fourteenth	  century	  Middle	  English	  drama	  Joseph’s	  Trouble	  About	  Mary	  
portrays	  Joseph’s	  apocryphal	  reaction	  to	  the	  news	  of	  Mary’s	  pregnancy.	  	  Joseph’s	  
doubts	  not	  only	  cast	  aspersions	  on	  Mary’s	  virginity	  that	  reveal	  his	  own	  unorthodox	  
character.	  	  They	  also	  insinuate	  that	  Mary’s	  own	  sexuality	  is	  sodomitic	  for	  defying	  natural	  
order	  by	  casting	  her	  as	  an	  adulterous	  wife	  and,	  at	  the	  very	  least,	  a	  virgin	  pregnant	  
through	  a	  queer	  reproductive	  act.	  	  Once	  uttered,	  these	  sodomitic	  suggestions	  still	  linger	  
at	  the	  conclusion	  of	  the	  play	  despite	  the	  playwright’s	  attempts	  at	  containing	  them	  via	  
the	  angel	  who	  explains	  Mary’s	  unexpected	  pregnancy.	  Indeed,	  Joseph’s	  own	  queerness	  
as	  an	  elderly	  cuckolded	  husband	  coupled	  with	  Mary’s	  potential	  involvement	  in	  
sodomitic	  acts	  suggests	  the	  unnaturalness	  of	  the	  birth	  of	  Christ	  himself.	  	  
The	  York	  pageant	  Joseph’s	  Trouble	  begins	  in	  medias	  res	  with	  Joseph	  lamenting	  
what	  he	  sees	  as	  Mary’s	  unfaithful	  behavior.	  	  Joseph	  confesses	  to	  be	  “of	  grete	  mornyng”	  
(line	  1)	  and	  reveals	  the	  source	  of	  his	  mourning	  in	  a	  speech	  seventy-­‐five	  lines	  long.74	  	  The	  
audience	  soon	  learns	  the	  source	  of	  Joseph’s	  despair,	  for	  he	  has	  “wedded	  a	  yonge	  
wenche	  [as]	  wife”	  (line12).	  	  Hearing	  of	  Mary’s	  pregnancy,	  Joseph,	  who	  is	  of	  “grete	  elde”	  
(line	  5),	  has	  assumed	  the	  worst,	  cuckoldry	  and	  betrayal.75	  	  
	   Within	  the	  first	  fifteen	  lines	  of	  the	  play,	  Joseph	  sets	  himself	  up	  as	  the	  typical	  
senex	  amans,	  or	  aged	  lover,	  a	  familiar	  trope	  in	  medieval	  literature	  that	  casts	  elderly	  men	  
as	  “humorous	  victims	  of	  self-­‐deception”	  in	  their	  marriages	  to	  much	  younger	  wives.76	  	  He	  
also	  faces	  the	  definitive	  problem	  of	  the	  senex	  amans:	  a	  possibly	  adulterous	  young	  wife.	  	  
Joseph	  invokes	  the	  familiar	  trope	  of	  the	  old	  man	  married	  to	  the	  beautiful	  “Ȝonge	  virgin”	  
(line	  77)	  by	  confessing	  his	  impotence.	  	  “Þase	  games	  fra	  me	  are	  gane”	  (line	  196),	  he	  tells	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both	  Mary	  and	  the	  audience.	  	  In	  this	  way,	  the	  pageant	  performance	  of	  Joseph’s	  Trouble	  
characterizes	  Joseph	  in	  terms	  of	  fabliaux	  humor	  through	  his	  confession	  of	  impotency	  
and	  his	  worry	  over	  cuckoldry.	  	  This	  merger	  of	  the	  holy	  Saint	  Joseph	  with	  the	  comic	  senex	  
amans	  such	  as	  his	  fellow	  carpenter	  John	  in	  Chaucer’s	  The	  Miller’s	  Tale	  treads	  very	  close	  
to	  irreverence	  in	  its	  unorthodox	  interpretation	  of	  the	  conception	  of	  Christ.	  	  	  
Indeed,	  if	  we	  compare	  Joseph	  to	  such	  characters	  as	  John	  in	  The	  Miller’s	  Tale	  
Mary	  should	  cuckold	  Joseph	  to	  satisfy	  the	  expectations	  of	  the	  audience.77	  	  	  The	  York	  
Joseph	  himself	  anticipates	  that	  he	  will	  be	  cuckolded	  due	  to	  reasons	  disclosed	  in	  the	  
Towneley	  Annunciation	  play:	  “ffor	  yong	  women	  wyll	  nedys	  play	  them	  /	  with	  yong	  men,	  
if	  old	  forsake	  them	  /	  thus	  it	  is	  sene	  always.”78	  	  Whether	  medieval	  audiences	  or	  Church	  
authorities	  would	  have	  interpreted	  such	  a	  representation	  of	  Joseph	  as	  blasphemous,	  the	  
York	  Joseph	  serves	  to	  ventriloquize	  the	  plausible	  doubts	  of	  the	  spectators	  when	  
confronted	  with	  a	  pregnant	  woman	  who	  claims	  to	  be	  a	  virgin.	  	  For	  an	  audience	  
unfamiliar	  with	  scripture,	  the	  play	  raises	  the	  possibility	  that	  the	  biblical	  Joseph	  similarly	  
doubted	  the	  Virgin	  Birth	  despite,	  and	  because	  of,	  its	  divine	  origin.	  	  
These	  doubts,	  however,	  do	  not	  arise	  exclusively	  from	  the	  playwright’s	  fantasy.	  	  
Instead,	  the	  York	  playwright	  appeals	  to	  a	  story	  included	  in	  the	  deuterocanonical	  Gospel	  
of	  Pseudo-­‐Matthew.	  	  	  In	  this	  pseudo-­‐gospel,	  Joseph	  expresses	  doubts	  analogous	  to	  
those	  revealed	  in	  Joseph’s	  Trouble	  where	  he	  similarly	  laments	  his	  marriage	  to	  Mary	  for	  
the	  trouble	  her	  pregnancy	  will	  cause	  him.79	  	  As	  Mary’s	  divinely	  chosen	  husband,	  Joseph	  
is	  responsible	  for	  her	  condition	  despite	  his	  inability	  to	  be	  the	  child’s	  father.	  	  As	  he	  
illustrates	  in	  calling	  the	  marriage	  a	  “bad	  barganne”	  (line	  23),	  he	  has	  not	  only	  saddled	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himself	  with	  an	  unfaithful	  wife	  but	  also	  is	  economically	  responsible	  for	  her	  child.	  	  Unlike	  
the	  less	  familiar	  pseudo-­‐gospel,	  the	  York	  episode	  exposes	  these	  doubts	  to	  a	  lay	  
audience	  in	  possible	  accord	  with	  their	  own.	  	  
This	  revelation	  of	  doubt,	  however,	  is	  not	  the	  only	  way	  that	  the	  York	  Joseph	  
problematizes	  his	  orthodox,	  scriptural	  role.	  As	  a	  senex	  amans	  figure,	  Joseph	  proves	  to	  
be	  a	  queer	  figure	  because	  of	  his	  failure	  to	  play	  the	  “proper”	  husband	  and	  get	  his	  wife	  
with	  child.	  	  As	  medieval	  theologians	  such	  as	  Gratian,	  a	  twelfth	  century	  compiler	  of	  
canon	  law,	  make	  clear,	  the	  church’s	  justification	  for	  marriage	  and	  marital	  sex	  is	  the	  
production	  of	  children	  and	  the	  fulfillment	  of	  the	  “marital	  debt,”	  an	  obligation	  held	  by	  
each	  individual	  in	  a	  marriage	  to	  prevent	  his	  or	  her	  spouse	  from	  seeking	  more	  forbidden	  
release	  for	  sexual	  urges.80	  Under	  this	  model,	  marriage	  becomes	  both	  a	  contract	  for	  
procreation	  and	  a	  deterrent	  to	  sex	  acts	  that	  are	  considered	  more	  sinful	  if	  committed	  
outside	  the	  marital	  union.	  	  Chaste	  marriages,	  such	  Mary	  and	  Joseph’s	  in	  orthodox	  
medeival	  piety,	  while	  not	  officially	  discouraged,	  were	  not	  encouraged,	  perhaps	  for	  fear	  
of	  obscuring	  the	  distinction	  between	  priests	  and	  laity.	  	  A	  chaste	  marriage	  could	  only	  be	  
initiated	  if	  both	  parties	  were	  in	  agreement,	  an	  institution	  the	  impotent	  Joseph	  clearly	  
does	  not	  believe	  he	  shares	  with	  Mary.81	  
In	  the	  York	  play,	  however,	  Joseph	  is	  not	  chaste	  by	  choice	  but	  rather	  is	  physically	  
incapable	  of	  completely	  fulfilling	  his	  role	  as	  husband.	  	  As	  Joseph	  himself	  reveals	  in	  the	  
course	  of	  the	  play,	  his	  “grete	  elde”	  (line	  5)	  prevents	  him	  from	  fathering	  children,	  
partaking	  of	  his	  marital	  rights,	  and	  satisfying	  his	  marriage	  debt	  to	  Mary.	  	  Like	  the	  union	  
Chaucer’s	  of	  Januarie	  and	  May,	  Joseph’s	  marriage	  to	  Mary	  is	  perhaps	  not	  only	  falsely	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grounded	  on	  the	  stereotypical	  vanity	  of	  the	  senex	  amans	  but	  also	  disqualified	  by	  his	  
failure	  to	  produce	  the	  requisite	  child	  that	  would	  properly	  validate	  the	  marriage.	  	  
Therefore,	  in	  a	  culture	  that	  associates	  procreation	  with	  a	  valid	  marriage,	  Joseph’s	  
marriage	  to	  Mary	  is	  at	  least	  unorthodox	  if	  not	  invalid.82	  	  For	  as	  Ruth	  Mazo	  Karras	  argues	  
in	  Sexuality	  in	  the	  Medieval	  Europe:	  Doing	  Unto	  Others,	  the	  validity	  of	  a	  marriage,	  such	  
as	  that	  of	  Mary	  and	  Joseph,	  is	  called	  into	  question	  if	  “it	  did	  not	  permit	  the	  possibility	  of	  
offspring.”83	  	  Because	  the	  York	  Joseph	  is	  incapable	  of	  father	  children,	  his	  marriage	  to	  
Mary	  is	  questionable.	  
	   Ironically,	  when	  viewed	  in	  terms	  of	  medieval	  teaching	  on	  the	  Virgin	  Birth	  
Joseph’s	  impotence	  is	  at	  least	  partially	  responsible	  for	  his	  marriage	  to	  Mary.	  	  As	  he	  
relates	  in	  the	  beginning	  of	  York’s	  Joseph’s	  Trouble,	  he	  has	  been	  chosen	  to	  wed	  Mary	  
because	  of	  an	  omen	  from	  God	  of	  a	  “drye	  wande”	  whose	  physical	  transformation	  tells	  
Joseph	  “with	  a	  wife	  I	  sulde	  be	  wedde”	  (lines	  28-­‐34).	  	  This	  recounting	  of	  Joseph’s	  
selection	  as	  Mary’s	  husband	  that	  underscores	  his	  sexual	  inability	  is	  taken	  from	  The	  
Gospel	  of	  Pseudo-­‐Matthew,	  where	  Joseph’s	  “rod”	  bursts	  forth	  with	  a	  dove	  as	  a	  holy	  sign	  
that	  God	  has	  chosen	  him	  over	  all	  the	  assembled	  unmarried	  men	  to	  take	  Mary	  as	  his	  
wife.84	  	  In	  the	  world	  of	  the	  play	  and	  the	  religious	  belief	  system	  it	  implies,	  God	  has	  
deliberately	  cast	  Joseph	  as	  the	  senex	  amans	  in	  what	  Joseph	  regards	  as	  a	  “bad	  barganne”	  
(line	  23)	  for	  himself	  since	  he	  is	  now	  to	  be	  held	  accountable	  for	  her	  condition:	  “Þe	  lawe	  
standis	  harde	  agayne	  me:	  /	  To	  dede	  I	  mon	  be	  broght”	  (lines	  49-­‐50).	  	  God’s	  plan,	  of	  
course,	  is	  to	  deliberately	  preclude	  the	  possibility	  of	  marital	  sex	  for	  the	  future	  mother	  of	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Christ.	  	  In	  doing	  so,	  however,	  God	  as	  cast	  Joseph	  as	  a	  queer	  figure	  that	  cannot	  perform	  
his	  culturally	  expected	  sexual	  duties.	  	  
	   The	  characterization	  of	  Joseph	  as	  a	  the	  senex	  amans	  in	  the	  opening	  lines	  of	  the	  
text	  proves	  to	  be	  only	  one	  way	  in	  which	  the	  pageant	  stages	  the	  conception	  of	  Jesus	  as	  a	  
queer	  act.	  	  After	  delivering	  the	  soliloquy	  relating	  the	  details	  of	  his	  “bad	  barganne”	  and	  
his	  subsequent	  grief	  (line	  23),	  Joseph	  confronts	  Mary	  about	  her	  womb	  “with	  childe	  full	  
grete”	  (line	  43)	  for	  which	  he	  could	  not	  be	  responsible.	  	  In	  the	  religious	  marital	  discourse	  
common	  in	  the	  Middle	  Ages,	  Joseph,	  like	  Chaucer’s	  Januarie,	  has	  engaged	  in	  an	  act	  of	  
low-­‐level	  sodomitic	  import.	  	  By	  wedding	  the	  young	  Virgin	  Mary,	  Joseph	  has	  removed	  her	  
from	  the	  market	  for	  a	  productive,	  childbearing	  marriage,	  and	  the	  circumstances	  of	  
Joseph	  and	  Mary’s	  marriage,	  as	  an	  impotent	  man	  to	  a	  nubile	  virgin,	  seems	  more	  
sodomitic	  as	  dramatized	  in	  Joseph’s	  Trouble,	  where	  Joseph’s	  inability	  to	  fulfill	  the	  
marriage	  debt	  becomes	  the	  reason	  for	  Mary’s	  alleged	  infidelity	  and	  illegitimate	  
pregnancy.85	  	  Furthermore,	  Joseph’s	  inability	  to	  father	  children	  negates	  a	  major	  motive	  
for	  marriage	  in	  medieval	  thought,	  that	  is,	  procreation.	  	  Despite	  medieval	  theological	  
attempts	  to	  reconcile	  procreation	  as	  the	  raison	  d’être	  of	  marriage	  with	  the	  chaste	  
marriage	  of	  Mary	  and	  Joseph,	  the	  unconsummated	  status	  of	  their	  relationship	  remained	  
problematic.86	  On	  this	  dilemma,	  Karras	  notes	  that	  Gratian’s	  assertion	  that	  
consummation	  is	  required	  to	  validate	  marriage	  elicited	  a	  response	  from	  Peter	  Lombard	  
that	  consent	  not	  consummation	  legitimized	  a	  marriage,	  a	  stance	  that	  serves	  to	  validate	  
Joseph’s	  marriage	  to	  Mary.	  	  Most	  religious	  writers,	  however,	  continued	  to	  stress	  the	  
importance	  of	  consummation	  to	  a	  marriage.87	  	  Therefore,	  York’s	  dramatic	  emphasis	  on	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Joseph’s	  impotence	  serves	  separate,	  conflicting	  purposes	  in	  the	  play	  that	  call	  attention	  
to	  Joseph’s	  marriage	  to	  Mary	  as	  a	  queer	  arrangement	  by	  simultaneously	  assuring	  the	  
audience	  that	  Joseph	  and	  Mary	  have	  not	  consummated	  their	  marriage	  while	  also	  
alleging	  that	  Mary	  had	  betrayed	  the	  marriage.	  	  	  
As	  I	  have	  noted,	  Joseph’s	  impotence	  assures	  the	  medieval	  audience	  that	  Joseph	  
is	  not,	  and	  could	  never	  be,	  the	  biological	  father	  of	  Christ,	  thus	  reinforcing	  orthodox	  
interpretation	  of	  biblical	  material.	  	  Joseph	  repeatedly	  refutes	  Mary’s	  assertions	  of	  his	  
fatherhood.	  	  His	  impotency	  makes	  it	  impossible.	  	  He	  assures	  Mary	  and	  the	  audience	  that	  
he	  has	  never	  lain	  with	  the	  Virgin:	  “Þat	  we	  two	  same	  flesshly	  wroght	  never	  swilk	  werkis	  
with	  ill”	  (lines	  172-­‐3).	  	  In	  an	  anachronistic	  invocation	  of	  the	  paraphernalia	  of	  the	  Catholic	  
Mass,	  he	  swears	  “by	  bukes	  and	  belles”88	  to	  have	  never	  spilled	  Mary’s	  “faire	  
maydenhede”	  (line	  179),	  denying	  his	  role	  in	  Mary’s	  pregnancy	  even	  as	  he	  casts	  doubt	  on	  
Mary’s	  virginity	  and	  fidelity.	  
Counter	  to	  the	  York	  Joseph’s	  allegations,	  however,	  increasing	  emphasis	  on	  the	  
Immaculate	  Conception	  of	  Mary	  in	  medieval	  piety	  assures	  Mary’s	  purity	  through	  her	  
own	  conception	  without	  sin,	  a	  major	  element	  in	  legitimizing	  Christ’s	  human	  origin.	  	  In	  
disparaging	  Mary’s	  virginity	  and	  fidelity,	  Joseph	  not	  only	  doubts	  the	  Mary’s	  purity	  
through	  Saint	  Anne’s	  Immaculate	  Conception	  of	  her89	  but	  also	  disparages	  the	  sanctity	  of	  
Christ’s	  conception	  as	  well.	  	  Therefore,	  although	  Joseph’s	  impotence	  precludes	  his	  
physical	  ability	  to	  have	  been	  the	  father	  of	  Christ,	  which	  he	  reinforces	  through	  his	  
repeated	  assertions	  to	  have	  never	  slept	  with	  Mary,	  these	  denials	  work	  at	  cross-­‐purposes	  
to	  their	  intended	  result.	  	  While	  reassuring	  the	  audience	  of	  Joseph’s	  lack	  of	  intimacy	  with	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Mary,	  these	  denials	  do	  not	  solve	  the	  problem	  of	  Mary’s	  potential	  betrayal	  of	  the	  
virginity	  with	  which	  she	  is	  definitively	  associated.	  	  Joseph	  assumes	  that	  if	  he	  did	  not	  
impregnate	  Mary	  then,	  as	  the	  one	  of	  the	  Detractors	  of	  the	  N-­‐Town	  Trial	  of	  Mary	  and	  
Joseph	  would	  have	  it,	  some	  “Ʒong	  galaunt”90	  has	  taken	  her	  virginity	  and	  involved	  her	  in	  
an	  adulterous	  act.	  
Thus,	  as	  Joseph	  dispels	  any	  doubts	  regarding	  himself	  as	  Christ’s	  father,	  he	  
simultaneously	  draws	  attention	  to	  the	  fact	  that	  Christ’s	  conception	  by	  a	  “maiden	  clene”	  
is	  “agayne	  kynde”	  (lines	  62,	  209).	  	  In	  his	  estimation,	  Mary	  has	  either	  conceived	  by	  
another	  man,	  acting	  against	  nature	  by	  fornicating	  with	  a	  partner	  other	  than	  her	  
husband,	  or	  has	  been	  impregnated	  by	  some	  other	  act	  that	  defies	  the	  natural	  production	  
licensed	  by	  marital	  sex.91	  	  Although	  he	  repeatedly	  refers	  to	  Mary	  as	  “virgine”	  (lines	  59	  
and	  78),	  Joseph	  has	  no	  doubt	  that	  she	  cannot	  be	  a	  virgin.	  	  In	  his	  haste	  to	  relieve	  himself	  
of	  blame	  for	  Mary’s	  pregnancy,	  Joseph	  repeatedly	  contradicts	  himself	  on	  the	  issue	  of	  
Mary’s	  virginity	  and	  tacitly	  implies	  the	  cultural	  discomfort	  surrounding	  her	  virginity	  that	  
is	  exposed	  in	  both	  the	  Gospel	  of	  Pseudo-­‐Matthew	  and	  the	  N-­‐Town	  Mary	  Play,	  in	  which	  
religious	  authorities	  urge	  Mary	  to	  leave	  the	  Temple	  and	  forsake	  her	  virginal	  status.	  	  
There	  is	  no	  denying	  that	  his	  “Ȝonge	  wife	  is	  with	  childe	  full	  grete”	  (line	  43)	  for	  her	  
swollen	  belly	  is	  a	  frequent	  focus	  of	  his	  attention.	  	  In	  this	  way,	  Joseph’s	  confession	  of	  
impotence	  and	  denial	  of	  fatherhood	  cast	  doubt	  on	  both	  his	  own	  suitability	  as	  a	  husband	  
and	  also	  Mary’s	  perpetual	  virginity.	  	  	  As	  I	  discussed	  in	  the	  introduction,	  acting	  “agayne	  
kynde”	  is	  the	  most	  common	  definition	  of	  sodomy	  in	  the	  Middle	  Ages.	  	  Thus	  York’s	  
Joseph	  proves	  guilty	  of	  sodomy	  because,	  having	  taken	  a	  young	  wife	  at	  such	  a	  great	  age,	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he	  is	  incapable	  of	  fulfilling	  his	  “natural”	  role	  as	  husband.	  	  By	  extension,	  Mary’s	  sodomitic	  
sexuality	  is	  revealed	  through	  her	  pregnancy	  by	  an	  improper	  partner,	  that	  is,	  someone	  
other	  than	  her	  husband.	  	  
	   In	  doubting	  Mary’s	  very	  virginity,	  Joseph’s	  aspersions	  of	  uncleanliness	  spread	  
onto	  her	  child	  as	  well.	  	  If	  the	  Mother	  of	  God	  with	  her	  “wombe	  …	  waxen	  grete”	  (line	  95)	  
is	  no	  “gud	  wom[a]n”	  (line	  297),	  then	  her	  son	  can	  be	  no	  good	  man	  either.	  	  The	  personal	  
“schame”	  (line	  54)	  that	  Joseph	  laments	  in	  his	  opening	  complaints,	  then,	  spreads	  from	  
mother	  to	  child	  as	  one	  follows	  Joseph’s	  reasoning	  to	  its	  logical	  conclusion.	  	  If	  he	  is	  not	  
the	  father	  of	  Mary’s	  child,	  as	  he	  cannot	  be	  by	  his	  own	  admission	  in	  the	  York	  play	  as	  well	  
as	  scriptural	  authority,	  then	  Christ	  is	  a	  bastard.	  	  As	  Joseph	  proclaims,	  “Þe	  childe,	  certis,	  is	  
noght	  myne”	  (line	  55).	  
	   Joseph’s	  doubt	  impugns	  not	  only	  Mary’s	  virginity	  and	  the	  Christ-­‐child’s	  
legitimacy	  but	  also	  works	  to	  overturn	  the	  entire	  doctrine	  of	  Immaculate	  Conception,	  
which	  identifies	  Mary	  as	  having	  been	  born	  of	  Saint	  Anne	  without	  original	  sin.92	  	  The	  
roughly	  contemporary	  N-­‐Town	  portrayal	  of	  the	  early	  life	  of	  Mary,	  in	  which	  she	  is	  
conceived	  through	  a	  “kusse	  of	  clennesse”	  between	  Anne	  and	  Joachim,93	  further	  speaks	  
to	  medieval	  notions	  of	  her	  sinless	  birth.	  	  The	  doctrine	  of	  Immaculate	  Conception	  meant	  
to	  establish	  Christ’s	  “female	  genealogy,”94	  as	  opposed	  to	  the	  male	  genealogy	  more	  
typically	  used	  to	  provide	  legitimacy	  to	  children,95	  emphasizes	  the	  purity	  of	  the	  
Incarnated	  Christ’s	  flesh	  through	  Mary’s	  established	  purity.	  	  Medieval	  investment	  in	  
Mary’s	  definitive	  virginity	  resonates	  with	  the	  story	  of	  Mary’s	  own	  conception	  and	  birth	  
in	  the	  Gospel	  of	  Pseudo-­‐Matthew	  where	  the	  midwives	  Zelomi	  and	  Salome	  twice	  test	  her	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virginity	  after	  the	  birth	  of	  Christ.96	  	  This	  evidence	  of	  her	  continued	  maidenhood	  after	  
childbirth	  is	  meant	  to	  legitimize	  her	  claims	  of	  Christ’s	  divine	  paternity	  and,	  by	  extension,	  
the	  purity	  of	  his	  human	  Incarnation.	  	  By	  doubting	  Mary’s	  purity	  and	  equating	  her	  with	  
mortal	  women	  who	  “wyll	  nedys	  play	  them	  /	  with	  yong	  men,”97	  however,	  Joseph	  tacitly	  
questions	  the	  medieval	  religious	  doctrine	  that	  requires	  Mary’s	  virginity	  as	  a	  condition	  
for	  Christ’s	  Incarnation,	  and	  the	  shadow	  of	  Joseph’s	  doubt	  falls	  onto	  the	  Christ-­‐child.	  	  
	   In	  late	  medieval	  theology	  and	  piety,	  Mary	  is	  increasingly	  identified	  as	  the	  source	  
of	  the	  flesh	  of	  Christ.	  	  Lacking	  a	  human	  father,	  “Christ’s	  body	  had	  to	  come	  from	  Mary,”98	  
and	  any	  doubts	  raised	  about	  Mary’s	  body	  ultimately	  pertain	  to	  her	  Son	  as	  well.	  	  As	  
historian	  Caroline	  Walker	  Bynum	  illustrates	  in	  her	  book	  Fragmentation	  and	  Redemption,	  
Mary	  comes	  to	  be	  identified	  as	  “the	  tabernacle,	  the	  vessel,	  the	  container,	  the	  robe,	  the	  
clothing	  of	  Christ”99	  (figures	  1	  and	  2).	  	  Casting	  aspersions	  on	  the	  vessel,	  Joseph	  similarly	  
doubts	  the	  purity	  of	  that	  which	  is	  contained	  inside.	  	  
	   In	  addition	  to	  doubting	  Mary’s	  purity	  and	  thus	  questioning	  Christ’s	  own,	  Joseph	  
eventually	  resorts	  to	  calling	  Mary	  a	  “dotist	  dame”	  (line	  176),	  disparaging	  not	  only	  her	  
morals	  but	  her	  sanity,	  in	  the	  face	  of	  her	  repeated	  assurances	  to	  him	  that	  the	  child’s	  
father	  is	  “None	  but	  youreselfe”	  (line	  178).	  	  Mary	  must	  either	  be	  lying	  or	  daft	  to	  keep	  
insisting	  upon	  her	  own	  virginity.	  	  Finally,	  in	  the	  face	  of	  Mary’s	  claim	  to	  be	  “a	  mayden	  
clene”	  despite	  her	  pregnancy	  Joseph	  confronts	  her	  directly:	  
Þou	  spekis	  now	  agayne	  kynde,	  	  
slike	  Þing	  myght	  nevere	  na	  man	  of	  mene.	  
A	  maiden	  to	  be	  with	  childe?	  
Þase	  werkis	  fra	  Þe	  are	  wilde,	  
Sho	  is	  not	  borne	  I	  wene.	  	  	  	  (lines	  209-­‐13)	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Fig.1	  Shrine	  of	  the	  Virgin,	  exterior.	  	  Vierge	  ouvrante,	  Middle	  Rhine,	  late	  thirteenth	  or	  early	  
fourteenth	  century.	  	  This	  small	  Madonna	  nursing	  the	  infant	  Christ	  opens	  to	  show	  the	  Holy	  
Trinity	  inside.	  	  Although	  the	  figure	  of	  Christ	  and	  the	  Dove	  of	  the	  Holy	  Spirit	  are	  lost,	  this	  
statuette	  clearly	  illustrates	  the	  miracle	  of	  the	  Incarnation	  through	  Mary.	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Fig.	  2	  Shrine	  of	  the	  Virgin,	  interior.	  	  Devotional	  objects	  such	  as	  this	  painted	  wooden	  statuette	  
demonstrate	  that	  for	  medieval	  Christians	  Mary	  is	  the	  tabernacle	  that	  contains	  God.	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[You	  speak	  now	  against	  nature	  
Such	  a	  thing	  might	  never	  be	  of	  mankind.	  
A	  maiden	  to	  be	  with	  child?	  
These	  deeds	  of	  yours	  are	  wild.	  
I	  believe	  such	  a	  woman	  is	  not	  born.]	  
	  
This	  accusation	  of	  speaking	  against	  nature,	  “agayne	  kynde,”	  is	  exactly	  the	  medieval	  
understanding	  of	  sodomy	  as	  a	  sin	  against	  nature,	  evident	  in	  the	  fourteenth-­‐century	  
alliterative	  Middle	  English	  poem	  Cleanness,	  which	  recounts	  the	  destruction	  of	  Sodom	  
for	  its	  citizens’	  own	  sexual	  transgressions	  “agayn	  kynde.”100	  	  Thus,	  Mary’s	  status	  as	  a	  
pregnant	  virgin,	  a	  well-­‐established	  medieval	  theological	  belief,	  that	  Joseph	  interprets	  as	  
her	  infidelity,	  would	  seem	  “sodomitic”	  to	  the	  common	  man	  that	  the	  York	  Joseph	  
represents.	  	  Mary	  has	  either	  gotten	  pregnant	  by	  “som	  yonge	  man”	  (line	  65)	  or	  has	  
conceived	  in	  some	  kind	  of	  “unnatural	  act”	  if	  she	  is	  indeed	  still	  a	  virgin.	  	  The	  York	  Joseph	  
is,	  unwittingly,	  right	  on	  the	  abnormality	  of	  the	  virgin	  pregnancy.	  	  Divine	  intervention	  
alone	  permits	  this	  unnatural	  occurrence	  that	  founds	  a	  matrilineal	  genealogy	  for	  Christ	  
that	  is	  also	  queer	  because	  it	  is	  countercultural.101	  	  	  
Joseph	  not	  only	  understands	  Mary’s	  pregnancy	  as	  sodomitic,	  he	  also	  alleges	  that	  
her	  very	  speech	  has	  been	  infected	  by	  the	  sin	  as	  well	  (“Þou	  spekis	  now	  agayne	  kynde”),	  
which	  causes	  her	  to	  lie	  about	  his	  fatherhood	  that	  is	  not	  precluded	  by	  her	  own	  continued	  
maidenhood.	  	  Mary’s	  claim	  to	  virginity	  that	  Joseph	  construes	  as	  a	  lie	  leads	  to	  his	  
allegation	  that	  the	  angel	  has	  impregnated	  her.	  	  This	  allegation	  is	  itself	  unorthodox	  for	  its	  
revelation	  of	  the	  sodomitic	  sin	  that	  many	  medieval	  writers	  would	  prefer	  were	  left	  
unspoken	  altogether.	  Penitential	  manuals	  refrain	  from	  describing	  the	  sin	  even	  as	  they	  
provide	  penance	  for	  it.	  	  	  Alain	  de	  Lille	  explains	  this	  reluctance	  to	  name	  sodomy	  as	  an	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effort	  to	  protect	  the	  laity:	  “[I]n	  order	  that	  evil	  words	  not	  offend	  the	  reader’s	  hearing,	  
nor	  establish	  an	  abode	  in	  the	  mouth	  of	  a	  virgin,	  I	  wish	  to	  give	  these	  monstrous	  vices	  a	  
cloak	  of	  well-­‐sounding	  phrases.”102	  	  De	  Lille’s	  The	  Complaint	  of	  Nature	  describes	  sodomy	  
as	  man’s	  corruption	  of	  nature	  and	  illustrates	  that	  the	  sodomitic	  vice	  should	  be	  
concealed	  by	  euphemism	  and	  metaphor	  even	  in	  educated	  discourse	  for	  fear	  of	  enticing	  
people	  to	  the	  practice	  of	  sodomy	  by	  being	  too	  forthright	  in	  describing	  it.	  	  This	  insistence	  
upon	  “well-­‐sounding	  phrases”	  illustrates	  that	  the	  revelation	  of	  sodomy	  not	  only	  offends	  
the	  ears	  of	  the	  listener	  but	  also	  provides	  the	  sin	  opportunity	  to	  multiply	  as	  it	  may	  
“establish	  an	  abode	  in	  the	  mouth	  of	  a	  virgin”	  once	  uttered.103	  	  Ironically,	  the	  categorical	  
silence	  surrounding	  sodomy	  actually	  creates	  distorted	  speech	  as	  lay	  writers	  attempt	  to	  
grapple	  with	  the	  discourse	  of	  sodomy.	  	  For	  example,	  Joseph’s	  proposal	  that	  “Þe	  aungell	  
has	  made	  hir	  with	  childe”	  (line	  135)	  both	  suggests	  a	  sodomitic	  sexual	  act	  and	  
proliferates	  sodomy’s	  contagion	  through	  its	  disclosure	  to	  the	  audience.	  	  In	  attempting	  to	  
teach	  the	  tenets	  of	  the	  Virgin	  Birth	  to	  the	  lay	  audience	  and	  to	  illustrate	  the	  fact	  that	  
even	  a	  skeptic	  such	  as	  the	  York	  Joseph	  can	  be	  redeemed,	  the	  play	  actually	  provides	  the	  
opportunity	  for	  sodomy	  to	  proliferate	  on	  the	  level	  of	  language.	  	  De	  Lille’s	  worst-­‐case	  
scenario	  comes	  to	  pass	  when	  sodomy	  is	  permitted	  to	  “establish	  an	  abode	  in	  the	  mouth	  
of	  a	  virgin”	  as	  Mary	  speaks	  “agayne	  kynde”	  (line	  209).	  
	   Joseph’s	  interpretation	  of	  Mary’s	  defense	  of	  the	  child	  being	  “Goddis	  will”	  (line	  
168)	  as	  speaking	  “agayne	  kynde”	  is	  not	  the	  only	  interpretation	  of	  Mary’s	  pregnancy	  as	  
sodomy	  that	  Joseph	  presents	  to	  the	  audience.	  	  Earlier,	  when	  confronting	  Mary’s	  two	  
serving	  women	  with	  Mary’s	  pregnancy,	  Joseph,	  in	  an	  attempt	  to	  portray	  himself	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“withouten	  blame”	  (line	  60)	  curses	  the	  two	  women:	  “A,	  maidens,	  wa	  worthe	  Ȝou,	  Þat	  
lete	  hir	  lere	  swilke	  lare”	  (lines	  97-­‐8).	  	  The	  two	  maids	  who	  claim	  they	  were	  “nevere	  fro	  hir	  
day	  nor	  nyght”	  (line	  118)	  and	  deny	  that	  any	  man	  has	  “come…	  bytwene”	  	  (line	  121)	  them	  
and	  their	  charge.	  	  They	  have	  done	  their	  duty	  in	  watching	  over	  Mary	  diligently	  and	  assert	  
that	  the	  only	  visitor	  Mary	  has	  received	  was	  “an	  aungell…[who]	  with	  bodily	  foode	  hir	  
fedde	  has”	  (lines	  125-­‐6).	  	  
	   Joseph	  understands	  this	  claim	  of	  the	  angel’s	  visitation	  in	  two	  ways.	  	  Declaring	  
“Þe	  aungell	  has	  made	  hir	  with	  childe!”	  (line	  135),	  Joseph	  interprets	  the	  maids’	  claim	  to	  
mean	  that	  Mary	  has	  been	  visited	  by	  and	  has	  copulated	  with	  an	  angel.	  	  Joseph	  instead	  
reads	  the	  angel	  as	  “som	  man	  in	  aungellis	  liknesse	  /	  With	  somkyn	  gawde	  has	  hir	  begiled”	  
(lines	  136-­‐7).	  	  Joseph’s	  first	  interpretation	  of	  Mary’s	  condition,	  “Þe	  aungell	  has	  made	  hir	  
with	  childe,”	  invokes	  religious	  legend	  of	  women	  fornicating	  with	  angels	  to	  produce	  
giants,104	  a	  legend	  recounted	  in	  the	  account	  of	  Sodom	  in	  Cleanness;	  fallen	  angels	  
fornicate	  with	  the	  daughters	  of	  men	  “agayn	  kynde”	  and	  “engendered	  on	  hem	  jeauntez”	  
(begat	  giants	  on	  them).105	  As	  the	  Pearl-­‐poet	  illustrates,	  such	  an	  act	  of	  interspecific	  sex	  is	  
“agayn	  kynde.”	  	  In	  this	  definition	  of	  sodomitic	  sex,	  the	  proper	  partner	  is	  exchanged	  for	  
an	  improper	  one106	  to	  produce	  monstrous	  children.	  	  This	  interpretation	  of	  Mary’s	  sex	  
with	  the	  angel,	  however,	  proves	  too	  heretical	  for	  its	  potential	  invocation	  of	  the	  Biblical	  
story	  of	  Sodom	  for	  even	  the	  York	  Joseph	  to	  contemplate	  for	  long,	  and	  so	  he	  dismisses	  it	  
for	  another.	  	  
Joseph’s	  second	  interpretation	  of	  Mary’s	  pregnancy	  by	  the	  angel	  relies	  on	  
medieval	  anxieties	  concerning	  men	  cross-­‐dressing	  in	  order	  to	  gain	  access	  to	  sexual	  
 47 
activity	  with	  women.107	  	  Here,	  of	  course,	  rather	  than	  dressing	  as	  a	  maiden	  in	  order	  to	  
obtain	  admittance	  to	  the	  company	  of	  maidens,	  the	  York	  angel-­‐actor	  does	  so	  through	  
cross-­‐species	  costuming.	  	  Joseph’s	  exclaims,	  “som	  man	  in	  aungellis	  liknesse	  /	  With	  
somkyn	  gawde	  has	  hir	  begiled”	  (lines	  136-­‐7).	  	  While	  the	  angel	  in	  the	  play	  would,	  of	  
course,	  be	  male,	  Joseph’s	  speculation	  about	  his	  disguise	  calls	  to	  mind	  medieval	  concerns	  
surrounding	  cross-­‐dressing.	  	  This	  anxiety	  over	  the	  cross-­‐dressed	  male	  gaining	  
admittance	  to	  women	  that	  according	  to	  Vern	  Bullough	  was	  common	  in	  the	  Middle	  
Ages,108	  speaks	  to	  the	  same	  unease	  as	  Joseph’s	  brief	  worry	  over	  Mary	  copulation	  with	  
the	  Angel.	  	  Both	  rely	  upon	  a	  common	  concern	  over	  women’s	  supposed	  susceptibility	  to	  
seduction.	  	  Joseph’s	  anxiety	  over	  a	  man	  “in	  aungellis	  liknesse”	  obtaining	  sexual	  access	  to	  
women	  is	  not	  unfounded,	  as	  fourteenth-­‐century	  clergyman	  John	  Mirk	  demonstrates	  in	  
his	  sermon	  on	  the	  Annunciation:	  	  	  
“For	  Þer	  was	  Þat	  tyme	  in	  Þat	  contre	  a	  man	  Þat	  cowÞe	  moch	  of	  
wycchecraft,	  and	  so,	  by	  helpe	  of	  Þe	  fende,	  he	  mande	  hym	  lyke	  an	  angyll,	  
and	  come	  to	  dyuers	  maydyns,	  and	  sayde	  he	  was	  send	  from	  God	  to	  hom	  
on	  Þys	  message;	  and	  soo	  lay	  by	  hom,	  and	  dude	  hom	  gret	  vylany.	  	  Then,	  
for	  oure	  lady	  herd	  tell	  of	  Þys	  manys	  doing,	  scho	  was	  sore	  adred,	  lest	  hyt	  
had	  be	  he.”109	  
	  
[For	  there	  was	  at	  that	  time	  in	  that	  country	  a	  man	  that	  knew	  much	  of	  
witchcraft,	  and	  so,	  by	  help	  of	  the	  fiend,	  he	  made	  himself	  look	  like	  and	  
angel	  and	  came	  to	  varied	  maidens,	  and	  said	  he	  was	  sent	  to	  them	  with	  a	  
message	  from	  God;	  and	  so	  lay	  by	  them,	  and	  did	  a	  great	  villainy.	  	  Then,	  our	  
lady	  heard	  tell	  of	  this	  man’s	  doings,	  she	  was	  very	  dreadful,	  lest	  the	  angel	  
was	  he.]	  
	  
The	  producers	  of	  medieval	  drama	  do	  not	  take	  popular	  fear	  of	  disguised	  angels	  lightly.	  
Martial	  Rose	  reveals	  in	  discussing	  the	  significance	  of	  costuming	  in	  the	  English	  mystery	  
plays	  that	  angels	  would	  be	  portrayed	  barefoot	  on	  the	  medieval	  stage	  so	  that	  they	  “could	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not	  be	  mistaken	  for	  cloven-­‐footed	  devils	  pretending	  to	  be	  angels.”110	  	  Despite	  alleviating	  
the	  fear	  of	  disguised	  devils,	  however,	  the	  York	  play	  allows	  the	  anxiety	  over	  predatory	  
men	  disguised	  as	  angels	  to	  go	  unchecked	  and	  actually	  provides	  a	  manifestation	  of	  this	  
fear	  in	  the	  play’s	  angel	  figure.	  	  The	  York	  angel’s	  access	  to	  Mary	  is	  further	  complicated	  by	  
the	  fact	  that	  a	  male	  actor	  would	  portray	  Mary.	  	  Because	  male	  actors	  portray	  both	  Mary	  
and	  Joseph,	  the	  heterosexual,	  though	  adulterous,	  sexual	  activity	  from	  which	  Mary’s	  
pregnancy	  arises	  is	  queered	  by	  the	  humorous	  fact	  that	  the	  York	  Mary	  is	  actually	  a	  man.	  	  
Joseph’s	  concern	  about	  the	  angel’s	  sex	  with	  Mary	  makes	  a	  metatheatrical	  comment	  on	  
the	  fact	  that	  all	  the	  actors	  are	  male.	  	  Under	  this	  circumstance	  the	  sex	  act	  discussed	  on	  
the	  York	  stage	  is	  a	  sodomitic	  act	  committed	  between	  two	  men,	  an	  act	  that	  reflects	  on	  
the	  queer	  nature	  of	  the	  Virgin	  Birth.	  	  	  
Joseph’s	  insinuation	  of	  angel’s	  potential	  to	  be	  the	  father	  of	  the	  unborn	  Christ-­‐
child	  through	  a	  sodomitic	  sex	  act	  also	  proves	  problematic	  in	  its	  inclusion	  of	  the	  
maidservants,	  Puellae	  I	  and	  II.	  	  These	  two	  maids	  claim	  they	  have	  not	  left	  Mary’s	  side	  nor	  
let	  any	  man	  come	  between	  them:	  “Come	  here	  no	  man	  bytwene,	  /	  To	  touche	  that	  berde	  
so	  bright”	  (lines	  121-­‐2).	  	  Inferring	  from	  this	  that	  the	  maids	  either	  share	  Mary’s	  bed	  or	  
sleep	  in	  close	  proximity	  to	  it,	  it	  is	  possible	  to	  read	  the	  handmaids	  as	  present	  at	  the	  
Annunciation	  and	  conception	  of	  Christ.	  	  Made	  possible	  by	  the	  text	  of	  the	  play	  and	  based	  
upon	  the	  maids’	  presence	  in	  the	  Gospel	  of	  Pseudo-­‐Matthew	  from	  which	  the	  play	  is	  
partially	  derived,	  this	  reading	  presents	  an	  unconventional	  interpretation	  of	  the	  
Annunciation	  that	  portrays	  this	  holy	  event	  as	  sodomitic.	  	  In	  the	  York	  play,	  the	  maid’s	  
presence	  at	  the	  Annunciation	  codes	  the	  scene’s	  staging	  as	  sodomitic.	  	  First,	  the	  inclusion	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of	  the	  two	  maids	  diverges	  from	  the	  orthodox	  teaching	  on	  the	  Annunciation	  to	  the	  
Blessed	  Virgin	  Mary	  alone.111	  	  Second,	  if	  we	  read	  the	  Annunciation	  as	  a	  sexual	  act,	  as	  
does	  the	  York	  Joseph,	  the	  maids’	  claim	  to	  have	  never	  left	  Mary	  locates	  them	  as	  being	  
present	  during	  the	  copulation	  that	  engenders	  Christ.	  	  	  The	  presence	  of	  the	  handmaids	  
further	  complicates	  the	  act	  of	  impregnating	  Mary	  by	  converting	  the	  conception	  of	  Christ	  
from	  a	  transcendent	  religious	  experience	  into	  a	  carnal	  bacchanal	  in	  which	  Mary,	  the	  
angel,	  and	  the	  two	  handmaids	  participate	  in	  the	  sex	  act.	  	  Thus	  not	  only	  has	  Mary	  acted	  
“agayne	  kynde”	  (line	  209),	  she	  has	  done	  so	  on	  a	  number	  of	  levels:	  by	  being	  unfaithful	  to	  
her	  husband	  and	  losing	  her	  virginity	  through	  extra-­‐marital	  sex,	  by	  engaging	  in	  
interspecific	  sex	  with	  an	  angel,	  and	  by	  having	  sex	  with	  multiple	  partners	  at	  one	  time	  (or	  
at	  least	  with	  one	  partner	  and	  two	  voyeurs).112	  	  	  
	   Conversely,	  however,	  it	  is	  possible	  to	  read	  the	  handmaids	  as	  the	  York	  
playwright’s	  incorporation	  of	  characters	  into	  the	  text	  to	  act	  as	  blockers	  against	  the	  very	  
nephilism	  that	  Joseph	  hints	  at	  in	  lines	  134-­‐138,	  when	  he	  suspects	  and	  subsequently	  
dismisses	  the	  possibility	  that	  Mary	  has	  been	  impregnated	  by	  the	  angel.	  	  In	  the	  N-­‐Town	  
Mary	  Play,	  Mary’s	  handmaids,	  her	  virginal	  companions	  from	  the	  temple	  in	  which	  she	  
lives	  until	  her	  marriage,	  are	  intended	  to	  reinsure	  the	  audience	  that	  Mary	  has	  remained	  
virginal	  despite	  her	  marriage	  to	  Joseph.	  	  However,	  reading	  the	  handmaids	  as	  blockers	  
does	  little	  to	  relieve	  the	  anxiety	  about	  sodomy	  their	  presence	  at	  the	  Annunciation	  raises	  
in	  the	  York	  play.	  	  The	  impulse	  to	  include	  the	  handmaids	  from	  the	  pseudo-­‐gospel	  in	  the	  
York	  play	  in	  order	  to	  guarantee	  the	  sanctity	  of	  the	  Virgin	  Birth	  facilitates	  its	  association	  
with	  a	  sexual	  act.	  	  If	  the	  playwright	  and	  his	  apocryphal	  source	  did	  indeed	  feel	  it	  
 50 
necessary	  to	  include	  these	  two	  women	  in	  order	  to	  reinforce	  the	  idea	  that	  the	  Virgin	  
Birth	  was	  not	  the	  result	  of	  sodomitic	  sex	  with	  an	  angel,	  this	  suggests	  that	  in	  fact	  he	  
either	  recognized	  this	  as	  a	  possible	  reading	  of	  the	  pregnancy	  or,	  like	  John	  Mirk,	  felt	  that	  
he	  needed	  to	  alleviate	  a	  preexisting	  cultural	  anxiety.	  	  
	   In	  his	  careful	  construction	  of	  the	  scene	  of	  the	  Annunciation,	  the	  York	  playwright	  
includes	  in	  Joseph’s	  Trouble	  unorthodox,	  apocryphal	  material	  not	  accepted	  by	  the	  
medieval	  Catholic	  Church.	  	  Several	  scenes	  in	  the	  play	  seem	  to	  be	  lifted	  almost	  directly	  
from	  the	  Gospel	  of	  Pseudo-­‐Matthew,	  which	  focuses	  on	  Joseph’s	  concerns	  about	  Mary’s	  
pregnancy	  and	  the	  child’s	  paternity.	  The	  pseudo-­‐gospel’s	  description	  of	  Joseph’s	  anxiety	  
surrounding	  the	  possibility	  of	  Mary’s	  pregnancy	  resulting	  from	  “some	  one	  [who]	  has	  
pretended	  to	  be	  an	  angel	  of	  the	  Lord	  [who]	  has	  beguiled	  her”	  is	  closely	  rendered	  in	  the	  
York	  Joseph’s	  words:	  “som	  man	  in	  augellis	  liknesse/	  with	  somkyn	  gawde	  has	  hir	  begiled	  
(lines	  136-­‐7).113	  	  The	  play’s	  adaptation	  and	  subsequent	  revelation	  of	  apocryphal	  text	  
potentially	  fosters	  heterodoxy	  by	  its	  avoidance	  of	  pastoral	  intermediaries	  and	  direct	  
transmission	  of	  this	  story	  to	  its	  lay	  audience	  who	  could	  potentially	  misinterpret	  it.	  	  In	  a	  
Church-­‐controlled	  power	  structure	  that	  cultivates	  religious	  orthodoxy	  and	  control	  
through	  pastoral	  care,	  this	  revelation	  of	  unapproved	  biblical	  material	  to	  the	  uninitiated	  
has	  extensive	  implications,	  as	  it	  allows	  for	  the	  laity	  to	  engage	  in	  the	  “fals	  
wittnessenge”114	  that	  so	  concerns	  the	  Wycliffite	  Tretise-­‐author.	  
	   The	  audience’s	  “fals	  wittnessenge”	  that	  includes	  Joseph’s	  admission	  of	  sodomy	  is	  
reinforced	  by	  a	  “perversion”	  of	  the	  angel	  incarnated	  in	  the	  actor.	  As	  Joseph	  airs	  his	  
biblical	  and	  pseudo-­‐biblical	  fears	  that	  “Þe	  aungell	  has	  made	  hir	  with	  childe!”	  (line	  135)	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the	  sodomitic	  acts	  of	  interspecific	  sex	  and	  extramarital	  sex	  appear	  on	  stage	  embodied	  
by	  the	  angel-­‐actor	  who	  comes	  to	  visit	  and	  reassure	  Joseph.	  	  In	  the	  context	  of	  Joseph’s	  
doubts	  about	  the	  authenticity	  of	  angel	  that	  are	  echoed	  in	  Mirk’s	  account	  of	  Mary’s	  own	  
fears	  regarding	  false	  angels,	  the	  angel	  by	  whom	  Joseph	  is	  greeted	  near	  the	  end	  of	  the	  
play	  cannot	  dispel	  the	  sodomitic	  acts	  discussed	  in	  the	  play.	  	  This	  appearance	  of	  man-­‐as-­‐
angel	  exemplifies	  the	  worry	  over	  biblical	  plays	  evident	  in	  A	  Tretise	  of	  Miraclis	  Pleyinge,	  
which	  treats	  the	  performance	  of	  biblical	  plays	  as	  lustful:	  “[M]iraclis	  pleyinge	  is	  of	  the	  
lustis	  of	  the	  fleyssh	  and	  mirthe	  of	  the	  body.”115	  	  The	  Tretise-­‐author	  considers	  biblical	  
plays	  to	  be	  lustful	  events,	  a	  view	  corroborated	  by	  the	  odd	  sexual	  arrangements	  
suggested	  in	  York	  Joseph’s	  Trouble	  episode.	  
In	  discussing	  the	  Tretise’s	  interpretation	  of	  biblical	  plays	  as	  sites	  of	  lust,	  Garrett	  
Epp	  refers	  to	  the	  viewing	  and	  staging	  of	  lust	  in	  the	  York	  cycle	  as	  “eye-­‐fucking”	  in	  which	  
the	  holy	  figures	  on	  stage	  are	  reduced	  to	  “mere	  human	  flesh,	  and	  that	  is	  clearly	  enough	  
to	  taint	  the	  activity”	  of	  playing	  the	  miracle	  presented.116	  	  This	  “taint”	  is	  associated	  with	  
the	  stain	  of	  sexual	  sodomy	  through	  the	  theatrical	  reduction	  of	  holy	  figures	  to	  physical	  
bodies	  and	  sexualized	  flesh.	  	  In	  York’s	  Joseph’s	  Trouble	  about	  Mary,	  Mary’s	  sexuality	  is	  
held	  up	  to	  public	  doubt	  through	  a	  number	  of	  sodomitic	  exchanges	  including	  portraying	  
the	  virgin	  as	  a	  whore	  and	  the	  angel	  as	  her	  paramour.	  	  Because	  the	  play’s	  plot	  is	  
concerned	  with	  issues	  of	  paternity	  and	  adultery,	  all	  of	  the	  characters,	  particularly	  Mary	  
and	  the	  angel,	  become	  sexualized	  in	  the	  minds	  of	  the	  audience.	  	  This	  eroticization	  of	  
Mary	  and	  the	  angel	  as	  they	  are	  characterized	  by	  Joseph’s	  doubts	  further	  impugns	  the	  
Virgin	  Birth,	  illustrating	  the	  strangeness	  of	  the	  miracle	  itself.	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In	  the	  context	  of	  A	  Tretise	  of	  Miraclis	  Pleyinge,	  those	  performing	  on	  stage	  during	  
the	  action	  of	  Joseph’s	  Trouble	  are	  themselves	  presenting	  a	  sodomitic	  mode	  of	  
reproduction	  by	  falsely	  representing	  biblical	  characters.	  	  As	  the	  Tretise-­‐author	  explains	  
“they	  putten	  God	  bihinde	  and	  ther	  owne	  lustis	  biforn,	  as	  they	  han	  minde	  of	  God	  onely	  
for	  sake	  of	  ther	  pley	  and	  also	  diliten	  hem	  more	  in	  the	  pley	  than	  in	  the	  miraclis	  self”117	  
[for	  they	  put	  they	  put	  their	  own	  lusts	  before	  God,	  as	  they	  think	  of	  God	  only	  for	  the	  sake	  
of	  their	  play	  and	  delight	  themselves	  more	  in	  the	  play	  than	  in	  the	  miracles	  themselves].	  
The	  Tretise-­‐author	  argues:	  “Crist	  seith	  that	  folc	  of	  avoutrie	  sechen	  siche	  sygnys	  as	  a	  
lecchour	  sechith	  signes	  of	  verrey	  love	  but	  no	  dedis	  of	  verrey	  love…	  this	  miraclis	  pleyinge	  
ben	  onely	  singnis,	  love	  withoute	  dedis.”118	  	  [Christ	  says	  that	  adulterers	  look	  for	  such	  
signs	  as	  a	  lecher	  seeks	  signs	  of	  true	  love	  but	  no	  deeds	  of	  true	  love…	  this	  miracle	  playing	  
is	  only	  signs,	  love	  without	  deeds.]	  	  Joseph’s	  Trouble	  not	  only	  presents	  such	  “singnis,	  love	  
withoute	  dedis”	  by	  imitating	  the	  holy	  figures	  of	  the	  biblical	  episode.	  	  It	  exposes	  these	  
figures	  to	  Epp’s	  “lust	  of	  the	  eye,”119	  since	  a	  “lecchour”	  particularly	  appreciates	  these	  
adulterous	  plays.	  	  In	  a	  more	  literal	  sense,	  the	  York	  play	  also	  falsely	  reproduces	  the	  true	  
miracle	  of	  the	  Virgin	  Birth	  as	  “avoutrie”	  [adultery].	  	  What	  Mary	  achieved	  through	  the	  
grace	  of	  God,	  the	  play	  can	  only	  imitate	  through	  the	  sodomitic	  interpretation	  of	  Christ’s	  
birth	  posited	  by	  the	  York	  Joseph.	  	  Because	  the	  stage	  cannot	  accurately	  render	  the	  real	  
miracle	  of	  the	  Annunciation,	  the	  playwright	  attempts	  to	  reveal	  the	  audience’s	  own	  
doubts	  in	  order	  to	  quell	  them.	  	  However,	  Joseph’s	  allegations	  in	  the	  play	  imply	  a	  
demystified	  perspective	  on	  the	  miracle	  of	  Christ’s	  conception	  shared	  by	  the	  audience	  
that	  he	  represents.	  	  The	  play’s	  cynical	  version	  of	  events	  illustrates	  the	  fact	  that	  the	  lay	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audience	  can	  grasp	  the	  “singnis”	  (the	  literal	  plot)	  but	  not	  the	  “dedis”	  (the	  miracles)	  of	  
the	  biblical	  story.	  	  	  
	   In	  imitating	  true	  miracles	  for	  a	  lay	  audience,	  Joseph’s	  Trouble	  spreads	  its	  
sodomitic	  intimations	  to	  its	  audience.	  	  As	  illustrated	  in	  the	  introduction	  to	  this	  work,	  
sodomy	  is	  an	  uncontrollable,	  easily	  communicable	  category	  of	  sin.	  	  In	  suggesting	  that	  
Mary	  herself	  is	  sodomitic	  through	  his	  interpretations	  of	  Mary’s	  pregnancy	  “agayne	  
kynde,”	  Joseph’s	  doubt	  begins	  to	  disperse	  its	  sodomitic	  influence	  onto	  the	  other	  figures	  
on	  stage,	  implicating	  both	  Mary	  and	  the	  angel	  messenger.	  	  This,	  of	  course,	  is	  further	  
compounded	  by	  the	  presence	  of	  the	  actors	  whom	  the	  audience	  understands	  to	  be	  
performing	  in	  imitation	  of	  true	  biblical	  characters.	  	  This	  imitation,	  a	  false	  copy	  of	  true	  
miraculous	  events	  according	  to	  the	  Tretise-­‐author,	  indicates	  that	  the	  actors	  themselves	  
are	  engaging	  in	  a	  sodomitic	  spectacle.	  	  As	  I	  have	  chapter	  one	  in	  the	  introduction,	  the	  
audience	  is	  further	  infected	  by	  this	  sodomitic	  performance	  through	  their	  observation	  of	  
the	  play.	  	  Because	  medieval	  vision	  theory	  equates	  seeing	  with	  actual	  touching	  the	  
audience	  has	  not	  only	  “touched”	  the	  sexualizes	  figures	  presented	  on	  the	  York	  stage,	  
they	  also	  have	  incorporated	  copies	  of	  these	  false,	  sexual	  biblical	  characters	  into	  their	  
minds	  and,	  likely,	  their	  daily	  worship	  as	  well.	  	  Thus,	  as	  the	  sodomitic	  taint	  spreads	  from	  
character	  to	  actor	  to	  audience,	  the	  performance	  of	  biblical	  plays	  is	  confirmed	  as	  what	  
the	  Tretise-­‐author	  sees	  as	  the	  “occasion	  of	  perverting	  men,	  not	  onely	  of	  oon	  singuler	  
persone	  but	  of	  al	  an	  hool	  comynte.”120	  	  This	  contagious	  quality	  of	  sodomy	  is	  often	  
corroborated	  in	  the	  Middle	  Ages,121	  and	  according	  to	  the	  logic	  implied	  in	  A	  Treatise	  on	  
Miraclis	  Pleyinge,	  this	  sodomitic	  infection	  of	  “an	  hool	  comynte”	  of	  actors	  and	  audience	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members	  includes	  not	  only	  the	  York	  locals	  but	  also	  the	  holy	  figures	  being	  portrayed	  and	  
observed,	  whose	  sodomitic	  “singnis”	  implied	  in	  the	  play’s	  plot	  depart	  from	  their	  
miraculous	  “dedis.”	  
	   In	  Joseph’s	  Trouble	  About	  Mary,	  the	  conception	  of	  Christ	  is	  implicated	  in	  several	  
varieties	  of	  medieval	  sodomy	  including	  Joseph’s	  doubt,	  the	  audience’s	  sodomitic	  gaze	  
that	  accepts	  the	  signs	  of	  the	  theater	  as	  true	  biblical	  figures,	  the	  playwright’s	  disclosure	  
of	  heterodox	  materials	  that	  question	  the	  Virgin	  Birth,	  and	  the	  appearance	  of	  cross-­‐
dressed	  actors	  on	  stage	  whom	  Joseph	  imagines	  engaging	  in	  actual	  sex.	  	  Indeed,	  Christ’s	  
conception	  itself	  results	  from	  an	  unnatural	  sex	  act.	  	  The	  play	  attempts	  to	  dispel	  its	  
sodomitic	  disclosures	  through	  the	  appearance	  of	  an	  angel	  who	  explains	  to	  Joseph	  “The	  
childe	  Þat	  sall	  be	  borne	  of	  her	  [Mary],	  /	  Itt	  is	  consayued	  of	  Þe	  haly	  gast”	  (lines	  266-­‐7).	  	  
Yet	  sodomy	  continues	  to	  present	  itself	  through	  the	  unnatural	  occurrence	  of	  Christ’s	  
birth.	  	  
	   The	  opening	  of	  The	  Nativity	  finds	  Mary	  and	  Joseph,	  newly	  reunited	  after	  the	  
angel’s	  admonition	  of	  Joseph	  in	  Joseph’s	  Trouble,	  seeking	  shelter	  in	  Bethlehem.	  
Whereas	  Joseph’s	  Trouble	  About	  Mary	  informs	  its	  plot	  with	  non-­‐canonical	  material	  
about	  Christ’s	  conception	  such	  as	  the	  Gospel	  of	  Pseudo-­‐Matthew,	  The	  Nativity	  relies	  
upon	  more	  canonical	  sources	  such	  as	  the	  Gospel	  of	  Luke	  for	  staging	  the	  birth	  of	  Christ.	  	  
The	  Nativity	  play	  differs	  greatly	  in	  tone	  from	  the	  York	  Joseph’s	  Troubles	  episode.	  	  With	  
the	  presence	  of	  Christ	  so	  imminent,	  the	  York	  playwright	  prefers	  a	  more	  pious	  approach	  
to	  staging	  the	  birth	  moment	  itself.	  Therefore,	  in	  The	  Nativity	  the	  York	  playwright	  locates	  
Joseph	  and	  Mary	  in	  the	  traditional	  stable	  where	  Joseph	  and	  Mary	  are	  forced	  to	  “belde..	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with	  Þe	  bestes”	  (line	  14).122	  	  The	  introduction	  of	  various	  levels	  of	  sodomy	  presented	  
during	  the	  Joseph’s	  Trouble	  episode,	  however,	  proves	  difficult	  to	  contain.	  	  	  
	   Despite	  the	  canonicity	  of	  the	  Nativity	  play’s	  source	  material,	  the	  birth	  moment	  
proves	  as	  “unnatural”	  and	  thus	  sodomitic	  as	  does	  the	  treatment	  of	  the	  conception	  in	  
Joseph’s	  Trouble.	  	  Mary,	  herself	  born	  of	  unnatural	  means,	  announces	  to	  Joseph	  and	  to	  
the	  audience	  that	  “in	  Þis	  place	  borne	  will	  He	  be,”	  referring	  to	  the	  dilapidated	  stable	  in	  
which	  Christ	  will	  be	  born	  “	  betwene	  bestis”	  (line	  140).	  	  As	  Mary	  places	  the	  newly	  born	  
Christ-­‐child	  in	  a	  manger	  “between	  Þer	  bestis	  two”	  (line	  119),	  Joseph	  comments	  on	  the	  
adoration	  that	  the	  beasts	  bestow	  on	  the	  baby	  Jesus:	  “They	  make	  louyng	  in	  ther	  manere	  
/	  As	  Þei	  wer	  men”	  (lines	  123-­‐4).	  	  Of	  course,	  Joseph	  refers	  to	  the	  spiritual	  love	  all	  
creatures	  experience	  for	  the	  Savior123(figure	  3).	  However,	  Joseph’s	  account	  that	  the	  
beasts	  love	  “[a]s	  Þei	  wer	  men”	  not	  only	  indicates	  that	  the	  presence	  of	  Christ	  causes	  the	  
beasts	  to	  act	  outside	  their	  own	  nature	  but	  also	  reminds	  the	  audience	  that	  Christ	  has	  
been	  born	  in	  a	  very	  dirty	  locale	  filled	  with	  the	  urges	  and	  emissions	  of	  beasts.	  	  Whereas	  
the	  sodomites	  of	  Cleanness	  act	  in	  “femmalez	  wyse”124	  and	  so	  offend	  God,	  Christ’s	  
presence	  causes	  the	  beasts	  of	  the	  York	  Nativity	  play	  to	  act	  “As	  Þei	  wer	  men”	  (line	  124),	  
thus	  distorting	  their	  own	  natures.	  	  Their	  behavior	  evokes	  the	  Pearl-­‐poet’s	  definition	  of	  
the	  sin	  of	  sodomy	  as	  they	  fail	  to	  “loke	  to	  kynde,/	  And	  kepe	  to	  hit.”125	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Fig.	  3	  Paolo	  Veneziano,	  The	  Birth	  of	  Christ.	  Circa	  1355,	  Belgrade,	  Narodni	  muzej	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   The	  odd	  behavior	  that	  the	  birth	  of	  Christ	  provokes	  in	  the	  beasts	  resonates	  with	  
the	  medieval	  legend	  related	  by	  John	  Mirk	  in	  his	  Festial	  that	  all	  the	  world’s	  sodomites	  
died	  at	  birth	  of	  Christ.126	  	  If	  the	  behavior	  of	  the	  beasts	  insinuates	  Christ’s	  own	  unnatural	  
essence,	  legends	  that	  all	  sodomites	  died	  at	  his	  birth	  suggest	  both	  his	  particular	  hatred	  
for	  sodomy	  and,	  in	  turn,	  his	  potential	  susceptibility	  to	  this	  sin.	  	  In	  order	  for	  God	  to	  adopt	  
human	  flesh,	  the	  world	  must	  first	  be	  cleansed	  of	  the	  “unnatural	  vice”	  lest	  he	  himself	  be	  
subjected	  to	  it.	  	  As	  an	  occurrence	  whose	  queerness	  is	  explored	  in	  York’s	  Joseph’s	  
Trouble,	  the	  Birth	  of	  Christ	  cannot	  transpire	  in	  a	  world	  full	  of	  the	  “sin	  against	  nature”	  
lest	  the	  two	  become	  associated	  as	  equally	  unnatural.	  	  God’s	  vulnerability	  to	  the	  vice	  of	  
sodomy	  is	  similarly	  explored	  in	  Cleanness,	  where	  God	  is	  particularly	  affronted	  by	  “fylÞe	  
of	  Þe	  flesch,”127	  which	  cannot	  be	  permitted	  into	  his	  presence.	  	  While,	  the	  Pearl-­‐poet	  
intends	  for	  filth	  to	  symbolize	  all	  sin,	  he	  reminds	  his	  audience	  that	  no	  sin	  is	  so	  repugnant	  
to	  God	  as	  “harlottrye	  vnhonest,”128	  the	  sin	  for	  which	  Sodom	  is	  destroyed.	  	  
	   The	  holy	  birth	  itself,	  as	  revealed	  to	  the	  York	  audience,	  is	  abnormal	  in	  a	  very	  
biological	  sense.	  	  In	  the	  performance	  of	  The	  Nativity,	  Mary,	  already	  unnatural	  as	  a	  
pregnant	  virgin,	  escapes	  the	  pangs	  of	  childbirth,	  a	  curse	  descended	  from	  Eve.	  	  Indeed,	  
Mary	  professes	  to	  be	  “all	  cladde	  in	  comforte	  flere”	  (line	  51),	  implying	  that	  Christ	  is	  born	  
without	  the	  natural	  pangs	  of	  childbirth.	  	  The	  actual	  moment	  of	  birth	  is	  obscured	  in	  the	  
play.	  	  As	  Christ	  was	  conceived	  via	  Annunciation	  he	  is	  born	  by	  salutation	  as	  Mary	  
exclaims,	  “Now	  borne	  is	  he”	  (line	  56).	  	  The	  Christ-­‐child	  appears	  onstage	  without	  any	  of	  
the	  usual	  hallmarks	  of	  pain	  and	  shouting	  that	  accompany	  childbirth.	  	  Furthermore,	  as	  
medieval	  religious	  subjects	  widely	  accept	  the	  idea	  that	  Mary	  remains	  a	  virgin	  after	  the	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birth	  of	  Christ,	  Joseph,	  who	  was	  absent	  during	  Christ’s	  conception,	  is	  also	  absent	  during	  
his	  birth	  and	  only	  witnesses	  a	  light	  that	  “comes	  shynyng”	  (line	  79).	  	  Joseph’s	  absence	  
during	  the	  moment	  of	  birth	  implies	  a	  tacit	  acknowledgment	  of	  Mary’s	  perpetual	  
virginity.	  	  Just	  as	  no	  man	  could	  be	  involved	  in	  Christ’s	  conception,	  no	  man	  can	  be	  
present	  for	  his	  birth,	  implying	  that	  Mary	  has	  achieved	  both	  pregnancy	  and	  delivery	  
alone.	  	  Christ’s	  birth	  proves	  queer	  because	  it	  leaves	  Mary’s	  physical	  virginity,	  and	  not	  
just	  her	  spiritual	  chastity,	  intact.	  
In	  Joseph’s	  expansive	  doubts,	  his	  portrayal	  of	  Mary	  as	  an	  adulteress,	  the	  York	  
plays	  cooperate	  in	  the	  “unnatural”	  Virgin	  Birth	  to	  characterize	  Christ’s	  conception	  and	  
birth	  as	  queer	  events.	  	  In	  raising	  the	  suggestion	  that	  Christ	  is	  a	  bastard	  and	  that	  his	  birth	  
is	  surrounded	  by	  unnatural	  events,	  Joseph’s	  Trouble	  About	  Mary	  and	  The	  Nativity	  queer	  
Christ’s	  Incarnation	  and	  the	  salvation	  that	  it	  implies.	  	  Furthermore,	  the	  theatrical	  
treatment	  of	  Christ’s	  conception	  and	  birth	  relies	  on	  artificial	  representations	  of	  a	  story	  
revolving	  around	  sodomy	  disseminated	  for	  the	  York	  audience	  via	  counterfeit	  signs.	  	  
Because	  medieval	  vision	  theory	  associates	  the	  act	  of	  seeing	  with	  a	  reproduction	  of	  the	  
sight	  viewed,	  the	  sodomitic	  acts	  and	  situations	  of	  the	  York	  stage	  are	  then	  
“counterfeited”	  in	  the	  images	  retained	  by	  the	  spectators’	  minds.	  	  
As	  Joseph	  intimates	  in	  lamenting	  his	  “bad	  barganne”	  (line	  23)	  made	  in	  marrying	  
Mary,	  the	  sodomitic	  sexual	  acts	  he	  associates	  with	  Christ’s	  birth	  denote	  a	  series	  of	  
problematic	  economic	  exchanges	  latent	  in	  his	  Incarnation.	  	  The	  queer	  economics	  that	  
underlie	  Joseph’s	  concern	  over	  Christ’s	  paternity	  inform	  the	  salvific	  exchange	  implied	  in	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his	  Passion.	  	  In	  the	  next	  chapter,	  I	  explore	  these	  queer	  economics	  as	  they	  further	  
indicate	  the	  queer	  nature	  of	  Christ’s	  Incarnation.
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  “We	  met	  Judas	  during	  intermission	  
at	  his	  woodcarving	  shop.	  
Business	  was	  good,	  he	  said,	  but	  not	  as	  good	  
as	  the	  year	  he	  played	  Christ.”	  
~	  Christina	  Davis,	  “Two	  Varieties	  of	  Passion	  Plays”129	  
	  
“And	  when	  I	  saw	  Passion	  of	  the	  Christ,	  I	  was	  like,	  ‘Oh,	  Jesus!	  Say	  your	  safe	  word.’”	  
~Comedian	  Margaret	  Cho,	  Beautiful130	  
	  
IV.	  QUEER	  SILVER,	  FALSE	  DEEDS:	  SODOMY	  AND	  COUNTERFIETING	  IN	  THE	  N-­‐TOWN	  
PASSION	  PLAYS	  
	  
	  
	   The	  anonymous	  N-­‐Town	  Passion	  plays–	  two	  Middle	  English	  biblical	  pageants	  that	  
survive	  in	  a	  fifteenth-­‐century	  manuscript-­‐	  are	  comprised	  of	  six	  shorter	  episodes	  that	  
stage	  Christ’s	  betrayal	  and	  execution.	  	  The	  sequence	  begins	  with	  a	  124-­‐line	  prologue	  
delivered	  by	  Satan,	  in	  which	  he	  foreshadows	  the	  betrayal,	  torture,	  and	  death	  of	  Christ.	  	  
However,	  the	  “Duke	  of	  Helle”131	  (245,	  ll.	  2)	  introduces	  not	  only	  the	  story	  of	  Christ’s	  
Passion	  but	  also	  the	  driving	  motives	  of	  the	  plays’	  characters.	  Foretelling	  that	  “[a]	  
tretowre	  xal	  countyrfe	  [Christ’s]	  deth	  to	  fortyfye”	  (247,	  ll.	  55),	  the	  “chapman	  of	  helle”132	  
frames	  the	  N-­‐Town	  staging	  of	  Christ’s	  Passion	  in	  terms	  of	  queer	  representations	  and	  
exchanges	  that	  sodomy	  epitomizes	  in	  the	  medieval	  mind.	  	  The	  quotes	  with	  which	  I	  begin	  
this	  paper	  underscore	  the	  queer	  elements	  of	  Christ’s	  Passion	  highlighted	  in	  the	  N-­‐Town	  
performance:	  financial	  profiteering	  and	  sodomitic	  relationships.	  	  Indeed,	  the	  N-­‐Town	  
Passion	  and	  associated	  medieval	  legends	  interrelate	  sins	  of	  corrupt	  economic	  exchanges	  
and	  sexual	  sodomy.	  	  In	  these	  plays’	  action,	  these	  sodomitic	  sins	  prove	  hard	  to	  contain	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and,	  in	  turn,	  serve	  to	  reveal	  some	  of	  the	  sodomitic	  elements	  subtextually	  present	  in	  the	  
orthodox	  narrative	  of	  Christ’s	  Passion.	  
Although	  he	  introduces	  the	  sodomitic	  sins	  in	  his	  prologue,	  Satan	  is	  not	  the	  only,	  
or	  even	  the	  principal,	  perpetrator	  of	  these	  sins	  within	  the	  plays.	  	  Judas	  and	  the	  plays’	  
cast	  of	  Jews	  are	  responsible	  for	  the	  proliferation	  of	  sodomy	  within	  the	  plays	  through	  
their	  engagement	  in	  false	  economic	  exchanges.	  	  Medieval	  notions	  of	  the	  Jews’	  vileness	  
are	  evident	  in	  legends	  of	  their	  ritual	  sacrifice	  of	  Christian	  boys	  to	  make	  matzos,	  their	  
association	  with	  privies	  and	  fecal	  matter,	  myths	  that	  Jewish	  men	  menstruate	  as	  
punishment	  for	  Judas’s	  betrayal	  of	  Christ,	  and	  the	  cultural	  connection	  between	  Jews	  
and	  usury.	  	  As	  I	  will	  show,	  the	  N-­‐Town	  playwright	  draws	  upon	  these	  stereotypes	  to	  
implicate	  the	  Jewish	  conspirators	  in	  various	  forms	  of	  sodomy.	  All	  of	  these	  traditions	  aid	  
in	  the	  medieval	  marginalization	  of	  Jews.	  	  Each	  of	  these	  legends	  links	  the	  figure	  of	  the	  
Jew	  to	  a	  different	  aspect	  of	  filth:	  heresy	  and	  homicide,	  human	  waste,	  femininity,	  false	  
coining,	  all	  different	  aspects	  of	  the	  many-­‐headed	  monster	  that	  is	  medieval	  sodomy.	  	  
However,	  despite	  Judas’s	  frequent	  associations	  with	  filth,	  heresy,	  counterfeiting,	  
treachery,	  and	  other	  nuances	  of	  medieval	  sodomy,	  he	  is	  never	  directly	  accused	  of	  the	  
sexual	  sin	  that	  epitomizes	  the	  category.	  	  In	  order	  to	  protect	  Christ	  from	  similar	  
allegations	  due	  to	  his	  relationship	  with	  Judas,	  the	  N-­‐Town	  Passion	  plays	  must	  code	  
Judas’s	  sodomitic	  vices	  as	  economic	  sins	  rather	  than	  sexual	  ones.	  
	   The	  N-­‐Town	  Passion	  plays	  focus	  their	  discrimination	  toward	  “Jewys”	  (317,	  ll.	  73)	  
around	  the	  medieval	  sin	  of	  usury,	  casting	  Judas	  in	  particular	  and	  the	  Jews	  in	  general	  as	  
false	  “marchawnt[s]”	  who	  seek	  material	  and	  economic	  profit	  rather	  than	  the	  eternal	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spiritual	  reward	  Christ	  offers.	  	  Characterizing	  the	  Jews	  in	  terms	  of	  their	  “covetyse”	  (250,	  
ll.	  112)	  and	  “treson”	  (247,	  ll.	  58),	  the	  plays	  connect	  the	  Jews	  who	  bargain	  for	  the	  life	  of	  
Christ	  to	  Satan,	  who	  attempts	  to	  sell	  the	  plays’	  audience	  a	  “bad	  bargain”	  by	  convincing	  
them	  that	  	  “synne	  is	  so	  plesaunt	  to	  ech	  mannys	  intent”	  (250,	  ll.	  110).	  	  Like	  Satan,	  the	  
Jews	  of	  the	  N-­‐Town	  Passion	  plays	  are	  corrupt	  bargainers	  who	  reject	  Christ	  in	  favor	  of	  
the	  false	  “reward	  [of]	  synners”	  (245,	  ll.	  10).	  	  The	  N-­‐Town	  Passion’s	  attention	  to	  
economic	  sins	  as	  they	  imply	  corrupt	  exchanges	  recalls	  the	  Tretise’s	  concern	  over	  
counterfeit	  representations.	  	  
The	  theme	  of	  counterfeiting	  is	  developed	  in	  the	  N-­‐Town	  Passion	  in	  a	  number	  of	  
ways.	  	  Satan,	  who	  begins	  the	  Passion	  sequence,	  reflects	  on	  the	  counterfeit	  nature	  of	  the	  
stage	  that	  so	  obsesses	  the	  Wycliffite	  Tretise-­‐author.	  	  Satan	  advises	  the	  audience	  on	  how	  
to	  counterfeit	  their	  own	  personalities	  through	  “disgisyd	  varyauns”	  (248,	  ll.	  65),	  and	  in	  
doing	  so,	  illustrates	  the	  falsity	  of	  the	  theater’s	  representation	  in	  which	  a	  begger’s	  
daughter	  may	  “cownterfete	  a	  Jentylwoman”	  (249,	  ll.	  101).	  	  The	  Jewish	  leaders	  in	  the	  
play	  are	  similarly	  aware	  of	  the	  stage’s	  counterfeit	  nature.	  	  Repeatedly,	  they	  accuse	  
Christ	  of	  performing	  “fals	  meraclis,	  ageyns	  all	  kende”	  (254,	  ll.	  229).	  	  The	  N-­‐Town	  Passion	  
sequence	  thus	  repeats	  almost	  verbatim	  the	  accusations	  presented	  by	  the	  Tretise-­‐
author.	  	  The	  Jews’	  perspective	  on	  these	  “fals	  miraclis”	  thus	  engages	  them	  in	  a	  corrupt	  
economic	  exchange	  with	  Judas	  who	  sells	  the	  body	  of	  Christ	  for	  “thretty	  platys	  of	  sylver”	  
(275,	  ll.	  305).	  	  As	  the	  betrayal	  of	  Christ	  illustrates,	  Judas	  is	  obsessed	  with	  profiteering,	  a	  
fact	  also	  evident	  in	  his	  protest	  over	  protesting	  Mary	  Magdalene’s	  waste	  of	  ointment:	  
“[M]e	  thinkith	  thou	  dost	  right	  ille	  /	  To	  lete	  this	  oinement	  so	  spille;	  /	  To	  sell	  it,	  it	  were	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more	  skille”	  (271,	  ll.	  193-­‐6).	  	  In	  the	  N-­‐Town	  portrayal,	  the	  entire	  Passion	  of	  Christ	  and	  
subsequent	  salvation	  of	  humanity	  rely	  on	  Judas’s	  bargaining	  skills.	  
Judas’s	  fondness	  for	  financial	  profiting	  invoked	  in	  the	  N-­‐Town	  Passion	  is	  likewise	  
explored	  in	  medieval	  legends	  that	  connect	  him	  to	  another	  broker	  in	  the	  sale	  of	  bodies:	  a	  
prostitute.	  	  In	  the	  Middle	  English	  poem	  “The	  Bargain	  of	  Judas,”	  Judas	  sleeps	  with	  a	  
prostitute	  whose	  price	  happens	  to	  be	  thirty	  pieces	  of	  silver.	  	  Christ	  identifies	  this	  
prostitute	  as	  Judas’s	  “cunesmen,”	  linking	  them	  not	  only	  by	  profession	  but	  also	  by	  
lineage.133	  	  This	  prostitute	  whom	  Judas	  addresses	  as	  “soster”	  offers	  Judas	  her	  comfort:	  
“lei	  Þin	  heued	  i[n]	  my	  barm,	  slep	  Þou	  anon.”134	  	  	  The	  poem	  thus	  positions	  the	  prostitute	  
not	  only	  as	  Judas’s	  “soster”	  135	  but	  also	  as	  his	  mother	  with	  Judas’s	  head	  at	  her	  breast.	  	  In	  
doing	  so,	  the	  poem	  involves	  Judas	  in	  a	  potentially	  incestuous	  and	  sodomitic	  relationship.	  	  
This	  brief	  poem	  speaks	  to	  the	  notion	  of	  Judas’s	  sodomitic	  tendencies	  by	  involving	  
him	  in	  an	  incestuous	  relationship	  predicated	  on	  a	  corrupt	  economic	  exchange.	  	  Laying	  
his	  head	  upon	  his	  sister’s	  breast,	  Judas	  then	  pays	  for	  the	  comfort	  of	  this	  prostitute	  with	  
the	  money	  that,	  ironically,	  Christ	  gave	  him	  to	  buy	  the	  Last	  Supper.	  	  More	  striking,	  
however,	  than	  Judas’s	  incestuous	  relationship	  is	  the	  poem’s	  implied	  connection	  of	  Jesus	  
to	  the	  prostitute.	  	  The	  prostitute’s	  price	  is	  “Þritti	  platen	  of	  seluer,”136	  the	  same	  “thretty	  
platys	  of	  sylver	  bryth”	  (275,	  ll.	  305)	  that	  the	  treacherous	  Jews	  of	  the	  N-­‐Town	  Plays	  pay	  
for	  the	  body	  of	  Christ.	  	  Thus,	  the	  poem	  implies	  how	  Judas	  prostitutes	  himself	  by	  
bargaining	  with	  these	  Jews	  as	  does	  his	  “soster”	  in	  the	  poem	  as	  well	  as	  pimps	  the	  “lord	  
crist”	  himself.	  	  This	  tacit	  equation	  of	  Christ’s	  value	  with	  that	  of	  a	  prostitute	  perhaps	  
 64 
speaks	  to	  medieval	  eroticism	  of	  his	  body,	  a	  familiar	  devotional	  trend	  that,	  as	  we	  will	  see,	  
is	  potentially	  queered	  in	  his	  interactions	  with	  Judas.	  	  
Christ	  is	  also	  aware	  of	  Judas’s	  predilection	  for	  counterfeit	  exchanges	  as	  he	  
implies	  during	  the	  Last	  Supper.	  Fully	  aware	  of	  his	  fate,	  Christ	  reveals	  it	  to	  his	  disciples	  
during	  the	  Last	  Supper	  during	  which	  every	  disciple	  disavows	  himself	  of	  the	  “gret	  treson”	  
(269,	  ll.	  132)	  and	  pledges	  his	  faith	  to	  Christ.	  	  When	  Judas,	  however,	  asks	  “Am	  I	  Þat	  
person	  Þe	  now	  xal	  selle?”	  (273,	  ll.	  249),	  Christ	  does	  not	  dismiss	  the	  question,	  replying	  
instead	  that	  Judas	  should	  take	  heed	  of	  his	  own	  question	  as	  Christ	  has	  promised	  that	  the	  
man	  who	  betrays	  him	  for	  profit	  “may	  be	  ryght	  sory	  swych	  ryches	  to	  wynne,	  A[n]d	  
whysshe	  hymself	  vnborn	  for	  Þat	  sinful	  ded”	  (273,	  ll.	  259-­‐60).	  	  	  
	   Two	  noteworthy	  ideas	  arise	  from	  Christ’s	  prophecy	  of	  his	  betrayal	  and	  death:	  the	  
idea	  that	  humanity’s	  salvation	  through	  Christ	  is	  dependent	  upon	  Judas’s	  “bad	  bargain”	  
with	  the	  Jews	  and	  the	  sodomitic	  concept	  of	  “unbirth”	  as	  punishment	  for	  such	  a	  betrayal.	  	  
First,	  Judas	  interprets	  Christ’s	  answer	  of	  essentially	  “look	  to	  thyself”	  to	  mean	  that	  he	  
must	  be	  the	  traitor	  and	  replies	  privately	  as	  he	  leaves	  the	  stage	  to	  plot	  with	  the	  Jews:	  
Now	  cowntyrfeyd	  I	  haue	  a	  prevy	  treson,	  
My	  maysterys	  power	  for	  to	  felle:	  
I,	  Judas,	  xal	  asay	  be	  some	  encheson	  
Onto	  Þe	  Jewys	  hym	  for	  to	  selle.	  
Som	  mony	  for	  hym	  Ȝet	  wold	  I	  telle.	  
Be	  prevy	  menys	  I	  xal	  asay;	  
Myn	  intent	  I	  xal	  fulfylle.	  (274,	  ll.	  269-­‐75)	  
	  
[Now	  I	  have	  counterfeited	  a	  secret	  treason	  
In	  order	  to	  fell	  my	  master’s	  power	  
I,	  Judas,	  shall	  strive	  by	  some	  manner	  
To	  Sell	  him	  to	  the	  Jews	  
Some	  money	  for	  him	  I	  would	  tell	  
by	  private	  means	  I	  shall	  attempt	  it;	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my	  intent	  I	  shall	  fulfill.	  ]137	  
	  
Judas’s	  brief	  speech	  resonates	  with	  the	  theological	  concept	  that	  Judas	  was	  divinely	  
intended	  to	  betray	  Christ.	  	  Judas’s	  “intent”	  or	  purpose	  was	  to	  lead	  to	  the	  death	  of	  Christ	  
so	  that	  Christ	  could	  fulfill	  his	  own	  purpose	  on	  Earth.	  	  The	  more	  striking	  aspect	  of	  Judas’s	  
aside,	  however,	  is	  his	  assumption	  that	  Christ’s	  answer	  of	  “look	  to	  thyself”	  marks	  him	  as	  
Jesus’s	  betrayer.	  	  Hearing	  the	  word,	  as	  it	  were,	  from	  his	  master’s	  own	  mouth,	  Judas	  
accepts	  his	  “intent”	  and	  begins	  planning	  his	  betrayal	  of	  Christ,	  interpreting	  Christ’s	  
knowledge	  as	  an	  endorsement	  of	  his	  flawed	  plan	  to	  “[o]nto	  Þe	  Jewys	  hym	  for	  to	  selle”	  
(269,	  ll.	  272).	  	  Despite	  Christ’s	  tacit	  acknowledgment	  of	  the	  plan,	  however,	  Judas	  still	  
recognizes	  the	  illegitimacy	  of	  his	  economic	  scheme,	  characterizing	  it	  as	  “cowntyrfeyd.”	  	  	  	  
	   This	  is	  not	  to	  say,	  however,	  that	  his	  credence	  of	  Christ’s	  answer	  is	  Judas’s	  only	  
motive	  for	  betraying	  the	  Son	  of	  God.	  	  His	  desire	  to	  get	  “[s]om	  mony”	  is	  a	  major	  
motivation	  for	  many	  of	  Judas’s	  actions	  in	  the	  play.	  	  Before	  the	  play	  of	  the	  Last	  Supper,	  
Judas	  has	  raised	  an	  objection	  over	  the	  waste	  of	  the	  “oynement”	  (271,	  ll.	  194)	  with	  which	  
Mary	  Magdalene	  bathes	  Christ’s	  feet	  after	  Christ	  has	  conjured	  the	  “wyckyd	  spyritys”	  
(270,	  ll.	  176)	  from	  Mary	  Magdalene’s	  body	  and	  set	  her	  on	  the	  path	  of	  grace.	  	  Judas	  
objects	  to	  the	  wasting	  of	  such	  precious	  oil,	  chastising	  Christ	  that	  “To	  selle	  it,	  yt	  were	  
more	  skylle,	  /	  and	  bye	  mete	  to	  poer	  men”	  (271,	  196-­‐6).	  	  Through	  his	  objection,	  Judas	  
illustrates	  his	  concern	  with	  earthly	  profit,	  the	  feeding	  of	  poor	  men,	  as	  opposed	  to	  
Christ’s	  concern	  of	  “gostly	  cure,”	  the	  saving	  of	  Mary	  Magdalene’s	  soul	  (261,	  ll.	  414).	  	  
This	  equation	  of	  Judas	  with	  greed	  is	  a	  common	  one	  in	  the	  Middle	  Ages	  in	  both	  literary	  
and	  pictorial	  arts.	  	  The	  twelfth	  century	  fresco	  The	  Betrayal	  of	  Judas	  (figure	  4)	  by	  Italian	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painter	  and	  architect	  Giotto	  di	  Bondone	  depicts	  Judas,	  accompanied	  by	  a	  devil,	  receiving	  
a	  purse	  of	  the	  infamous	  thirty	  silver	  coins.	  	  This	  moneybag	  is	  a	  common	  trope	  in	  
depicting	  Judas	  in	  the	  visual	  arts.138	  	  The	  N-­‐Town	  playwright’s	  characterization	  of	  Judas’s	  
greed	  relies	  heavily	  upon	  this	  cultural	  association	  of	  Judas	  with	  both	  money	  and	  devils.	  	  
It	  is	  this	  greedy	  nature	  that	  prompts	  Judas’s	  equation	  of	  Christ’s	  foretold	  betrayal	  with	  a	  
corrupt	  economic	  exchange:	  “Am	  I	  Þat	  person	  Þe	  now	  xal	  selle?”	  (273,	  ll.	  249).	  
Christ	  answers	  Judas’s	  query	  as	  to	  whether	  he	  is	  the	  one	  who	  will	  “selle”	  his	  
master	  with	  the	  promise	  that	  the	  traitor	  shall	  “wysshe	  hymself	  vnborn”	  (273,	  ll.	  260).	  	  
Context	  for	  this	  comment	  is	  set	  up	  in	  the	  plays’	  attention	  to	  the	  fact	  that	  Christ	  himself	  
was	  born	  of	  an	  act	  of	  unnatural	  production	  via	  the	  conception	  by	  Annunciation.	  	  Mary	  
Magdalene	  reminds	  the	  audience	  of	  Christ’s	  unnatural	  birth	  in	  her	  address	  to	  Christ	  as	  
“Maydenys	  floure,”	  (270,	  ll.	  155)	  as	  Lucifer	  does	  while	  denouncing	  Christ	  who	  
“pretendyth	  to	  be	  born	  of	  a	  mayde”	  (247,	  ll.	  41).	  	  Informed	  by	  these	  mentions	  of	  Christ’s	  
unnatural	  birth,	  Christ’s	  promise	  that	  the	  traitor	  will	  wish	  himself	  unborn	  again	  speaks	  
to	  a	  corruption	  of	  natural	  production,	  for	  the	  prophecy	  Christ	  delivers	  is	  not	  that	  the	  
traitor	  shall	  wish	  himself	  dead	  but	  never	  produced,	  an	  act	  that	  would	  undo	  the	  very	  
order	  of	  natural	  procreation.	  	  Christ	  repeats	  this	  proclamation	  several	  times	  in	  the	  play,	  
including	  when	  Judas	  returns	  from	  his	  bargain	  with	  the	  Jews	  to	  receive	  the	  first	  
communion	  with	  the	  rest	  of	  Christ’s	  disciples.	  	  Here	  again,	  Christ	  repeats	  his	  admonition	  
to	  the	  traitor:	  “Bettyr	  it	  hadde	  hym	  for	  to	  be	  /	  bothe	  vnborn	  and	  vnbegete”	  (281,	  ll.	  459-­‐
60).	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Fig.	  4.	  Giotto	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   Christ’s	  curse	  that	  suggests	  a	  corruption	  of	  natural	  reproduction	  is	  echoed	  later	  
in	  the	  Passion	  sequence	  when	  the	  Jews	  lead	  Christ	  to	  Cavalry	  for	  his	  Crucifixion.	  	  Christ	  
cautions	  his	  murderers	  will	  frame	  their	  laments	  in	  terms	  of	  unnatural	  production:	  
“‘Blyssyd	  be	  Þe	  wombys	  Þat	  bareyn	  be’;	  and	  wo	  to	  Þe	  tetys	  tho	  days	  Þat	  do	  Ʒevyn	  
sokyng.	  	  And	  to	  here	  faderys	  Þei	  xul	  seyn,	  ‘Wo	  to	  Þe	  tyme	  Þat	  Þu	  begat	  me’”139	  	  
[“’Blessed	  be	  the	  wombs	  that	  are	  barren;’	  and	  woe	  to	  the	  breast	  that	  do	  give	  suckling.	  	  
And	  to	  their	  fathers,	  they	  shall	  say,	  ‘Woe	  to	  the	  time	  that	  you	  begat	  me.’”]	  (324,	  ll.	  12-­‐
14).	  Christ’s	  biblical	  curse	  speaks	  to	  a	  corruption	  of	  the	  natural	  cycles	  of	  procreation,	  
this	  time	  with	  a	  promise	  of	  barrenness.	  	  Christ’s	  curse	  of	  un-­‐begetting	  pertains	  not	  only	  
to	  the	  traitor	  Judas	  or	  the	  crucifying	  Jews	  who	  plot	  his	  death	  but	  also	  all	  their	  
subsequent	  generations,	  to	  the	  murderous	  and	  sodomitic	  Jewish	  race	  that	  shall	  wish	  
themselves	  unborn	  as	  Christ	  has	  said	  the	  treacherous	  Judas	  should.	  
	   Christ’s	  curses	  on	  Judas	  and	  the	  Jewish	  race	  call	  attention	  to	  their	  respective	  acts	  
of	  counterfeit	  bargaining.	  	  Judas	  betrays	  Christ	  during	  The	  Conspiracy	  with	  Judas	  
episode	  in	  his	  bargain	  with	  the	  Jew	  Gamalyel,	  who	  promises	  Judas,	  “We	  xal	  both	  geve	  
and	  lende”	  (274,	  ll.	  295).	  	  The	  Jews	  give	  Judas	  “thretty	  platys	  of	  sylver	  bryth”	  (275,	  ll.	  
305)	  in	  exchange	  for	  Christ.	  	  It	  is	  not,	  however,	  a	  true	  bargain,	  for	  Gamalyel	  has	  insisted	  
that	  they	  shall	  both	  “geve	  and	  lende,”	  implying	  the	  monetary	  interest	  that	  earns	  Jews	  
their	  unsavory	  association	  with	  usury.	  	  This	  assertion	  that	  the	  exchange	  is	  a	  loan,	  “we...	  
lende,”	  foreshadows	  Judas’s	  return	  to	  the	  Jewish	  leaders	  to	  regret	  his	  treachery	  and	  to	  
offer	  back	  the	  thirty	  pieces	  of	  silver	  that	  he	  accepted	  in	  exchange	  for	  Christ.	  	  His	  
treachery	  is,	  however,	  a	  debt	  that	  silver	  cannot	  pay,	  and	  Judas	  seeks	  to	  settle	  it	  with	  his	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death	  by	  suicide,	  an	  act	  that	  medieval	  thinkers	  considered	  more	  sinful	  than	  Judas’s	  
original	  betrayal	  of	  Christ	  because	  he	  forfeits	  the	  possibility	  of	  salvation	  in	  yet	  another	  
“bad	  bargain.”	  
By	  refusing	  to	  take	  back	  the	  silver	  Judas	  offers	  them,	  the	  Jewish	  doctors	  help	  
instigate	  Judas’s	  suicide	  and	  thus	  break	  the	  second	  part	  of	  their	  bargain,	  their	  promise	  
to	  “in	  every	  qwarel	  by	  [Judas]	  stonde”	  (274.	  ll.	  296).	  	  	  The	  Jews	  never	  intended	  to	  fulfill	  
this	  bargain,	  illustrating	  its	  counterfeit	  nature.	  	  The	  first	  exchange	  requires	  the	  “interest”	  
of	  Judas’s	  death,	  and	  the	  second	  promise	  to	  stand	  with	  Judas	  is	  disavowed:	  “What	  is	  Þat	  
[Judas’s	  sin	  and	  guilty	  conscience]	  to	  us?...	  Þu	  dedyst	  with	  us	  counawnt	  [covenant]	  
make:	  Þu	  seldyst	  hym	  us	  as	  hors	  or	  kow,	  Þerefore	  Þin	  owyn	  dedys	  Þu	  must	  take”	  (306,	  ll.	  
30-­‐3).140	  	  In	  refusing	  to	  stand	  by	  Judas	  in	  his	  hour	  of	  need,	  the	  N-­‐Town	  Jews	  remind	  the	  
audience	  of	  their	  participation	  in	  their	  false	  exchange	  of	  Christ,	  equating	  him	  with	  a	  
“hors	  or	  kow”	  (306,	  ll.	  33).	  	  This	  false	  exchange	  is	  centered	  upon	  the	  legendary	  “thretty	  
platys	  of	  sylver”	  (275,	  ll.	  305)	  that	  earns	  the	  Jews	  both	  their	  reputation	  for	  greed	  and	  
their	  hereditary	  punishment.	  
In	  addressing	  why	  Judas	  and	  the	  other	  Jews	  of	  the	  N-­‐Town	  Passion	  plays	  receive	  
a	  sodomitic	  punishment,	  Christ’s	  curse	  of	  a	  stricken	  lineage	  reflects	  on	  their	  guilt	  for	  
committing	  the	  sodomitic	  sins	  implied	  in	  their	  corrupt	  exchanges.	  As	  Will	  Fisher	  explains	  
in	  his	  article	  “Queer	  Money,”	  economic	  and	  sexual	  sins	  are	  intricately	  linked	  in	  medieval	  
and	  Early	  Modern	  discourses.	  	  Illustrating	  that	  the	  word	  “queer”	  today	  carries	  
connotations	  of	  both	  “homosexual”	  and	  “counterfeit	  money,”141	  Fisher	  argues	  that	  the	  
sexual	  sin	  of	  sodomy	  and	  corrupt	  economic	  practices	  such	  as	  counterfeiting	  coins	  were	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linked	  in	  the	  premodern	  mind.	  	  To	  explain	  this	  connection,	  Fisher	  calls	  attention	  to	  the	  
fact	  that	  “only	  the	  King	  could	  confer	  legitimacy	  on	  his	  money,	  just	  as	  only	  a	  father	  could	  
confer	  legitimacy	  on	  his	  children.”	  	  In	  the	  N-­‐Town	  Passion	  the	  Jewish	  mob,	  the	  Doctors	  
and	  “busshops,”	  King	  Herod,	  and	  Pontius	  Pilate	  all	  cast	  doubts	  on	  Jesus’s	  claim	  to	  be	  the	  
“Goddys	  son,”	  disputing	  Christ’s	  own	  legitimacy	  (247,	  ll.	  41).	  	  The	  villains	  of	  the	  Passion	  
plays	  again	  associate	  the	  issue	  of	  Christ’s	  paternity,	  which	  they	  see	  as	  false,	  with	  their	  
own	  false	  economic	  exchanges.	  	  They	  take	  Jesus	  to	  be	  a	  liar	  and	  thus	  a	  sodomite	  by	  
means	  of	  his	  claim	  of	  false	  legitimacy	  or	  status	  as	  the	  son	  of	  a	  sodomite,	  i.e.	  God,	  who	  is	  
unwilling	  to	  confer	  legitimacy	  upon	  his	  son	  and	  thus	  validates	  the	  sodomitc	  doubts	  of	  
Christ’s	  Jewish	  hecklers.	  
	   This	  connection	  between	  sexual	  sodomy	  and	  counterfeiting	  money	  underlies	  
fifteenth-­‐century	  historian	  William	  Camden’s	  observation	  that	  under	  the	  Normans,	  
“false	  coyners”	  were	  punished	  with	  castration.142	  	  Because	  punishments	  were	  crafted	  to	  
fit	  their	  crime,	  thieves	  lost	  a	  hand	  and	  blasphemers	  lost	  a	  tongue.	  	  Counterfeiters’	  
punishment	  by	  the	  amputation	  of	  their	  sexual	  members	  thus	  indicates	  a	  sexual	  crime.143	  	  
The	  punishment	  of	  sodomitic	  sin	  with	  an	  equally	  sodomitic	  penalty	  may	  be	  similarly	  
observed	  in	  Chaucer’s	  The	  Miller’s	  Tale,	  where	  the	  lovestruck	  clerk	  Absolom	  exacts	  a	  
painful	  revenge	  on	  a	  rival	  suitor:	  “Nicholas	  amydde	  the	  erse	  he	  smoot.”	  144	  	  Chaucer	  uses	  
this	  comedic	  scene	  of	  revenge	  for	  the	  trick	  of	  switching	  Nicholas’s	  backside	  for	  Alisoun’s	  
face	  to	  imply	  a	  homosexual	  act.	  	  Medieval	  legend	  has	  it	  that	  King	  Edward	  II	  of	  England	  
suffered	  a	  similar	  death	  by	  hot	  poker	  inserted	  into	  his	  anus	  for	  is	  own	  “immoderate	  
love”	  of	  Piers	  Gaveston.	  	  Ruth	  Mazo	  Karras	  argues	  that	  this	  legendary	  punishment	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indicates	  “people	  did	  understand	  him	  as	  a	  participant	  in	  anal	  sex.”145	  	  The	  penalty	  fit	  the	  
crime.	  
Judas’s	  own	  death	  by	  hanging	  that	  causes	  his	  bowels	  to	  erupt	  from	  his	  stomach	  
and	  anus	  might	  be	  taken	  in	  analogy	  to	  the	  rectal	  punishments	  of	  sodomites	  in	  medieval	  
legend	  and	  literature.	  	  Judas	  suffers	  a	  similar	  rectal	  punishment	  because	  he	  committed	  a	  
sodomitic	  sin	  in	  his	  counterfeit	  bargain	  with	  Christ’s	  murderers.	  	  Within	  the	  text	  of	  the	  
N-­‐Town	  Passion	  plays,	  Judas’s	  death	  is	  relegated	  to	  the	  stage	  directions:	  “Þan	  Judas	  
castyth	  down	  Þe	  mony,	  and	  goth	  and	  hangyth	  hymself”	  (306).146	  	  There	  is	  no	  record	  of	  
how,	  or	  if,	  the	  actual	  hanging	  was	  performed	  although	  the	  stage	  directions	  suggest	  that	  
the	  hanging	  would	  have	  been	  performed	  for	  the	  audience.	  	  There	  is	  ample	  evidence,	  
however,	  from	  medieval	  legend,	  poetry,	  and	  drama	  of	  how	  Judas	  died.	  	  Jacobus	  de	  
Voragine’s	  The	  Golden	  Legend	  declares	  that	  upon	  hanging	  himself,	  Judas’s	  bowels	  
erupted	  from	  his	  body	  as	  his	  soul	  fled	  his	  body.147	  	  The	  Middle	  English	  poem	  Cursor	  
Mundi	  similarly	  attests	  that	  	  
“[Judas]	  heng	  him	  self	  riȜÞo/	  He	  brast	  in	  two	  his	  bowles	  alle:	  /	  Fellen	  
adoun	  him	  from/	  Þe	  sorry	  soule	  Þat	  wey	  he	  sent:/	  WiÞ	  weylyng	  al	  in	  
wo	  /	  out	  at	  his	  wombe	  Þe	  soule	  brast:	  /	  At	  mouÞ	  had	  hit	  no	  way/	  For	  
he	  cust	  cristis	  mouÞ.”148	  	  
	  
[Judas	  hanged	  himself	  right	  away	  /	  He	  burst	  his	  bowels	  all	  in	  two:	  /	  
They	  fell	  down	  from	  him	  /	  The	  sorry	  soul	  was	  sent	  that	  way:	  /	  With	  
wailing	  in	  great	  woe	  /	  out	  at	  his	  stomach	  the	  soul	  burst:	  /	  At	  the	  
mouth	  it	  had	  no	  way	  /	  For	  he	  had	  kissed	  Christ’s	  mouth.]	  
	  
On	  the	  theme	  of	  Christ’s	  erupting	  bowels,	  critic	  Willis	  Johnson	  asserts	  that	  in	  the	  
favorite	  scene	  of	  medieval	  audiences	  of	  the	  now	  lost	  “York	  Play	  of	  the	  Saucemakers,”	  
“Judas	  popped	  like	  a	  balloon…supplied	  with	  entrails	  and	  strings	  of	  sausages	  to	  spill	  onto	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the	  stage.”149	  	  The	  spilling	  forth	  of	  Judas’s	  bowels	  is	  likewise	  presented	  in	  The	  
Disembowelment	  of	  Judas150	  (figure	  5),	  a	  thirteenth	  century	  painting	  by	  Giovanni	  
Canvesio	  that	  depicts	  a	  small,	  winged	  devil	  tearing	  Judas’s	  soul,	  painted	  as	  small	  man,	  
from	  his	  gut.	  	  Judas’s	  bowels	  hang	  dripping	  from	  his	  stomach.	  Judas’s	  bowels	  likewise	  
hang	  from	  his	  torn	  torso	  in	  the	  depiction	  of	  the	  Passion	  sequence	  in	  a	  thirteenth-­‐
century	  psalter	  and	  Book	  of	  Hours	  from	  Northeastern	  France	  (figure	  6).	  	  It	  is	  not,	  then,	  
inconceivable	  that	  the	  producers	  of	  the	  N-­‐Town	  Passion	  plays	  made	  use	  of	  a	  similar	  
convention	  in	  staging	  the	  death	  of	  Christ.	  
These	  accounts	  of	  Judas’s	  death	  attest	  to	  the	  fact	  that	  after	  hanging	  himself	  his	  
bowels	  burst	  from	  his	  body	  through	  either	  his	  “wombe”	  [stomach]	  or	  his	  anus.	  	  The	  
myths	  that	  Judas’s	  soul	  left	  his	  body	  via	  his	  anus	  coupled	  with	  images	  of	  his	  bowels	  
erupting	  from	  his	  stomach	  imply	  that	  the	  manner	  of	  Judas’s	  death	  is	  a	  punishment	  for	  
sodomitic	  sin.	  	  Indeed,	  legends	  of	  Judas’s	  exploding	  bowels	  inform	  medieval	  myths	  that	  
Jewish	  men	  suffered	  retributive	  menstruation	  for	  their	  ancestors’	  conspiracy	  with	  Judas.	  	  
As	  Willis	  Johnson	  illustrates,	  sources	  ranging	  from	  the	  Book	  of	  Acts	  to	  the	  Dialogus	  
Miraculorum	  by	  Caesarius	  of	  Heisterbach	  to	  Joannes	  Balbus’s	  Catholicon	  indicate	  that	  
Jewish	  men	  menstruated	  monthly,	  or	  even	  constantly,	  while	  others	  assert	  that	  such	  
menstruation	  occurred	  only	  during	  Holy	  Week	  or	  at	  a	  different	  time	  once	  a	  year.151	  	  	  
	   Legends	  of	  such	  menstruations	  cast	  the	  Jew	  as	  a	  sexual	  other	  in	  discourses	  of	  
medieval	  gender.	  	  These	  legends	  not	  only	  effeminize	  Jewish	  men	  by	  linking	  them	  with	  
female	  impurity	  but	  also	  implicate	  Jewish	  circumcision	  rituals	  as	  a	  loss	  of	  masculinity.	  	  
The	  fact	  that	  Jewish	  men	  are	  effeminized	  and	  emasculated	  through	  rectal	  bleeding	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Fig.	  5	  Giovanni	  (Giacomo)	  Canavesio,	  The	  Disembowelment	  of	  Judas.	  Thirteenth	  century,	  Col	  di	  
Tenda,	  Church	  of	  Notre-­‐Dame	  des	  Fontaines	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Fig.	  6	  Illustration	  from	  French	  Psalter	  and	  Book	  of	  Hours,	  depicting	  the	  betrayal	  and	  arrest	  of	  
Christ,	  the	  suicide	  of	  Judas,	  and	  Pilate	  washing	  his	  hands,	  Psalter	  and	  Book	  of	  Hours,	  13th	  
century,	  North	  East	  France	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implies	  the	  medieval	  notion	  of	  anal	  sex	  as	  the	  epitome	  of	  the	  multivalent	  category	  of	  
sodomy.	  	  Although	  the	  N-­‐Town	  Passion	  does	  not	  explicitly	  stage	  the	  death	  of	  Judas,	  
these	  legends	  of	  Judas’s	  death	  and	  Jewish	  bleeding	  resonate	  with	  the	  characterization	  
of	  Judas’s	  false	  bargains	  as	  sodomitic.	  
The	  fact	  that	  Judas’s	  soul	  must	  leave	  through	  his	  bowels	  illuminates	  the	  possible	  
beginnings	  of	  the	  medieval	  connection	  between	  Jews	  and	  feces,	  a	  connection	  that	  is	  
used	  to	  characterize	  Jews	  as	  queer	  figures.	  	  Further	  evidence	  of	  medieval	  interest	  in	  
Jewish	  anuses	  that	  imply	  Judas	  emerges	  in	  the	  frequent	  connection	  made	  between	  Jews	  
and	  feces.	  	  Kathy	  Lavezzo	  calls	  attention	  to	  Jewish	  identification	  with	  both	  the	  privy	  
where	  they	  purge	  their	  bowels	  and	  the	  pit	  of	  Hell	  in	  a	  double	  enterdre	  that	  associates	  
the	  Jew’s	  religious	  heterodoxy	  with	  filth	  in	  Chaucer’s	  The	  Prioress’s	  Tale.152	  	  This	  
characterization	  of	  Jews	  and	  Jewish	  religion	  as	  filth	  not	  only	  illustrates	  medieval	  interest	  
in	  the	  Jewish	  anus	  but	  also	  implies	  the	  abject	  position	  of	  the	  Jewish	  character	  in	  
medieval	  society.	  
	   Taddeo	  di	  Bartolo’s	  demon	  in	  his	  fresco	  of	  Hell	  similarly	  suggests	  this	  connection	  
of	  Jews	  to	  feces.	  	  The	  demon	  squats	  over	  the	  figure	  of	  a	  naked,	  obese	  usurer,	  excreting	  
gold	  coins	  into	  his	  open	  mouth	  (figure	  7).153	  	  As	  the	  supreme	  usurer,	  Judas	  is	  similarly	  
connected,	  not	  only	  to	  fecal	  penalty	  but	  also	  to	  the	  crime	  of	  sodomitic	  counterfeiting	  
that	  such	  a	  punishment	  connotes.	  	  	  In	  versions	  of	  his	  death	  that	  have	  his	  soul	  erupting	  
from	  his	  bowels,	  Judas’s	  soul	  itself	  is	  coded	  as	  fecal	  and	  condemned	  to	  the	  “fyre	  and	  
stynk”	  (282,	  ll.	  476)	  by	  an	  admiring	  demon	  who	  calls	  to	  mind	  the	  sulfurous	  fire	  used	  to	  
punish	  Sodom	  and	  Gomorrah.	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Fig.	  7	  Taddeo	  di	  Bartolo,	  detail	  of	  fresco	  depicting	  scenes	  of	  hell.	  Circa	  1396,	  Duomo,	  San	  
Gimignano	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   The	  N-­‐Town	  playwright	  and	  medieval	  legends	  give	  a	  great	  deal	  of	  attention	  to	  
both	  the	  association	  of	  Judas	  with	  economic	  counterfeiting	  and	  his	  anus.	  	  Sodomy	  is	  
trenchantly	  implied	  in	  the	  imagery	  associated	  with	  the	  Jewish	  anus,	  but	  medieval	  
writers	  cannot	  directly	  accuse	  Judas	  of	  what	  Carolyn	  Dinshaw	  calls	  “the	  worst	  possible	  
sin”154	  because	  doing	  so	  would	  implicate	  Christ	  as	  well.	  	  Instead,	  implications	  of	  sexual	  
sodomy	  must	  be	  coded	  as	  counterfeiting	  and	  its	  rectal	  punishment	  in	  order	  to	  maintain	  
Christ’s	  sanctity.	  	  These	  attempts	  to	  preserve	  Christ’s	  purity	  and	  distance	  him	  from	  the	  
sodomitic	  vices	  of	  Judas	  resonate	  with	  Christ’s	  own	  anxieties	  over	  sexual	  sodomy.	  	  The	  
Golden	  Legend	  and	  John	  Mirk’s	  Festial	  both	  attest	  to	  Christ’s	  great	  concern	  over	  sodomy	  
through	  legends	  of	  his	  hesitation	  to	  share	  the	  world,	  and	  human	  flesh,	  with	  
sodomites.155	  	  Christ	  overcomes	  this	  hesitation,	  however,	  in	  his	  association	  with	  Judas.	  	  
As	  the	  queer	  nuances	  of	  Christ’s	  kiss	  with	  Judas	  (the	  same	  kiss	  that	  ensures	  the	  odd	  
departure	  of	  Judas’s	  soul)	  illustrate,	  Christ	  chooses	  to	  associate	  himself	  with	  a	  sodomitic	  
counterfeiter	  in	  order	  to	  foster	  the	  divine	  plan	  for	  man’s	  salvation.	  
	   Although	  Judas’s	  kiss	  seals	  Christ’s	  fate	  as	  well	  as	  Judas’s,	  Christ	  has	  ensured	  a	  
queer,	  because	  self-­‐replicating,	  legacy	  for	  himself.	  	  Before	  being	  taken	  by	  the	  Jews	  to	  
whom	  Judas	  has	  sold	  him	  and	  shuffled	  from	  Pontius	  Pilate	  to	  Herod	  and	  back	  again	  
while	  awaiting	  his	  death,	  Christ	  performs	  the	  first	  miracle	  of	  the	  Eucharist	  for	  his	  
disciples	  during	  The	  Last	  Supper	  play.	  	  Here	  Christ	  offers	  his	  disciples,	  including	  Judas,	  
his	  own	  “flesch	  and	  blood	  in	  forme	  of	  bred”	  (277,	  ll.	  364).	  	  This	  exchange	  of	  bread	  and	  
wine	  for	  flesh	  and	  blood	  is	  predicated	  upon	  another	  exchange	  of	  Jewish	  dietary	  law	  for	  
the	  new	  dietary	  practice	  of	  the	  Christian	  Mass,	  which	  Christ	  is	  here	  establishing.	  	  As	  he	  
 78 
prepares	  the	  host	  for	  his	  disciples,	  Christ	  reveals	  to	  his	  disciples	  the	  roots	  of	  the	  
Eucharist	  in	  Jewish	  kosher	  law	  as	  handed	  down	  to	  Moses,	  for	  Jesus	  and	  the	  disciples	  
“stondyn	  as	  Þei	  dede	  stonde”	  (277,	  ll.	  357)	  and	  “ete	  it”	  (277,	  ll.	  360)	  as	  did	  they.	  	  The	  
sodomitic	  transgression	  occurring	  in	  this	  revelation	  of	  the	  Eucharist	  mystery	  is	  twofold.	  	  
First,	  the	  N-­‐Town	  Christ	  through	  his	  invocation	  of	  Jewish	  Passover	  connects	  his	  own	  holy	  
miracle	  of	  transubstantiation	  to	  the	  rites	  of	  the	  Jews	  who	  have	  been	  characterized	  as	  
filthy	  in	  the	  Passion	  plays.	  	  In	  doing	  so	  the	  N-­‐Town	  Christ	  perverts	  the	  Eucharistic	  
miracle	  by	  relating	  it	  with	  the	  heterodoxy	  of	  the	  Jewish	  faith	  and	  its	  medieval	  
associations	  with	  feces.	  	  The	  offense	  does	  not	  end	  there,	  however.	  	  In	  performing	  a	  
parody	  of	  the	  Mass	  and	  the	  transubstantiation	  of	  the	  host	  on	  stage,	  the	  N-­‐Town	  player	  
reveals	  the	  mystery	  of	  both	  to	  the	  uninitiated	  Masses.	  	  The	  medieval	  laity	  would	  have	  
only	  ever	  witnessed	  the	  true	  Mass	  being	  performed	  silently	  in	  order	  to	  keep	  the	  word	  of	  
God	  from	  being	  perverted	  by	  the	  minds	  of	  the	  lewd	  laymen.	  	  
	   The	  N-­‐Town	  demon	  who	  goes	  to	  announce	  the	  arrival	  of	  Judas	  into	  hell	  
exclaims	  on	  the	  stage,	  “[Judas,]	  thow	  hast	  solde	  Þi	  maystyr	  and	  etyn	  hym	  also!”	  
(282,	  ll.	  470),	  illustrating	  the	  potential	  for	  the	  audience’s	  recognition	  of	  the	  
Eucharist’s	  queer	  valences.156	  	  The	  demon	  remarks	  not	  only	  on	  the	  oddity	  of	  
permitting	  Judas	  to	  take	  communion	  along	  with	  the	  other	  disciples	  but	  also	  
upon	  the	  very	  sodomitic	  act	  itself	  of	  eating	  God.	  	  Indeed,	  a	  number	  of	  medieval	  
representations	  of	  the	  Last	  Supper	  depict	  this	  moment	  of	  communion	  as	  a	  
pivotal	  scene.	  	  As	  he	  receives	  the	  Eucharist	  body	  of	  Christ,	  a	  body	  he	  will	  later	  
sell,	  a	  demon	  enters	  Judas’s	  body	  with	  the	  Host	  itself	  (figure	  8).	  	  The	  attention	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Fig.	  8	  Illuminated	  manuscript	  of	  pericopes.	  Circa	  1140,	  Bayerische	  Staatsbibliothek,	  Munich	  A	  
small	  black	  demon	  is	  depicted	  entering	  his	  mouth	  as	  Judas	  receives	  the	  bread	  from	  Christ.	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given	  to	  Judas’s	  communion	  imply	  metaphors	  of	  penetration	  that	  echo	  both	  his	  
kiss	  with	  Christ	  and	  the	  demon’s	  exclamation	  over	  Judas’s	  eating	  of	  his	  master.	  	  
The	  emphasis	  on	  Judas’s	  consumption	  of	  the	  Host	  also	  indicates	  that	  Satan	  is	  
able	  to	  penetrate	  Judas	  because	  of	  his	  counterfeit	  economic	  contract	  with	  the	  
Jews.	  
	   This	  use	  of	  the	  Host	  as	  the	  conductor	  of	  Judas’s	  betrayal	  demonstrates	  
a	  perverse	  exchange	  of	  the	  salvific	  Host	  for	  a	  communion	  with	  Satan.	  This	  
exchange	  is	  further	  problematized	  by	  the	  fact	  that	  the	  host,	  even	  the	  fictitious	  
host	  of	  the	  stage,	  is	  placed	  into	  the	  hands	  of	  a	  counterfeit	  “priest”	  in	  the	  Christ-­‐
actor.	  	  Because	  the	  Christ-­‐actor’s	  purity	  cannot	  be	  not	  fully	  established,	  the	  fact	  
that	  he	  handles	  the	  “host”	  resonates	  with	  cleric	  Peter	  Damian’s	  fear	  of	  allowing	  
the	  host	  to	  fall	  into	  the	  wrong	  hands.	  In	  his	  Book	  of	  Gomorrah,	  an	  eleventh-­‐
century	  treatise	  against	  clerical	  homosexual	  practices,	  Damian	  writes,	  “the	  
sacrifice	  of	  the	  wicked	  is	  an	  abomination	  to	  the	  Lord.”157	  	  He	  is	  concerned	  that	  
sodomitic	  priests	  contaminate	  the	  Eucharist	  when	  offering	  Mass.	  	  This	  concern	  
is	  actualized	  on	  the	  N-­‐Town	  stage	  in	  the	  figure	  of	  the	  Christ-­‐actor	  who	  acts	  as	  a	  
priest	  but	  “onely	  in	  signes	  and	  for	  money	  schewiden	  ther	  pristhode	  and	  not	  in	  
dedis.”158	  	  Because	  corrupt	  economic	  exchanges	  and	  immoral	  sexual	  practices	  
both	  fall	  into	  the	  medieval	  category	  of	  sodomy,	  the	  N-­‐Town	  Christ-­‐actor	  is	  
sodomitic	  not	  only	  for	  counterfeiting	  of	  Christ	  but	  also	  because	  he	  is	  motivated	  
to	  do	  so	  by	  money.	  	  In	  Damian’s	  estimation,	  such	  a	  false	  priest	  is	  “the	  ruin	  of	  
the	  people”159	  because	  a	  sodomitic	  priest	  such	  as	  the	  Passion	  plays’	  Christ	  can	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only	  “werkyth	  fals	  meraclis	  ageyns	  all	  kende”	  (254,	  ll.	  229).	  	  By	  allowing	  an	  
uninitiated	  actor	  to	  play	  the	  figure	  of	  Christ	  and	  perform	  a	  mock	  Mass,	  the	  N-­‐
Town	  Passion	  plays	  permit	  the	  offering	  of	  a	  false	  sacrifice	  by	  an	  equally	  false	  
priest	  to	  the	  observing	  audience.	  	  	   	  
	   This	  presentation	  of	  a	  false	  sacrifice	  is	  much	  feared	  by	  the	  author	  of	  A	  
Tretise	  of	  Miraclis	  Pleyinge	  for	  reasons	  other	  than	  its	  sodomitic	  valences	  as	  a	  
counterfeit	  miracle.	  	  The	  Tretise-­‐author	  forbids	  priests	  “not	  onely	  to	  been	  
miracle	  pleyere,	  but	  also	  to	  heren	  or	  to	  seen	  miraclis	  pleyinge	  lest	  he	  
shulde…cacchen	  men	  to	  the	  belive	  of	  Anticrist”	  whose	  purpose	  it	  is	  to	  lead	  
them	  to	  Christ.160	  	  As	  Damian	  worries	  himself	  with	  the	  potential	  of	  unclean	  
hands	  handling	  the	  sacraments,	  the	  author	  of	  the	  Tretise	  fears	  the	  corruption	  
of	  priests	  by	  means	  of	  biblical	  plays:	  “sithen	  him	  owith	  to	  minister	  to	  alle	  the	  
puple	  the	  precious	  body	  of	  Crist,	  awghte	  to	  abstene	  him	  fro	  al	  idil	  pleying	  both	  
of	  miraclis	  and	  ellis”161	  [since	  he	  ministers	  to	  all	  the	  people	  the	  precious	  body	  of	  
Christ,	  he	  aught	  to	  abstain	  from	  all	  idle	  playing	  both	  of	  miracles	  and	  other	  
matters].	  	  These	  priests	  who	  handle	  the	  Eucharist	  are	  warned	  away	  from	  the	  
playing	  of	  miracles	  because	  such	  plays	  present	  false	  or	  counterfeit	  piety.	  	  They	  
“worchith	  not	  ne	  [God’s]	  sacramentis”	  but	  rather	  “worchen	  that	  is	  of	  no	  virtue	  
but	  ful	  of	  defaute.”162	  	  The	  plays	  cannot	  present	  true	  religion	  but	  only	  
counterfeit	  faith,	  and	  by	  allowing	  a	  counterfeit	  Christ	  on	  stage	  the	  N-­‐Town	  
Passion	  plays	  present	  “fals	  wittnessenge”	  and	  “feinyd	  holinesse.”163	  	  Because	  
the	  Eucharist	  is	  already	  a	  copy	  of	  Christ’s	  body	  given	  power	  by	  divine	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transformation,	  the	  presentation	  of	  a	  false	  Host	  on	  the	  stage	  complicates	  the	  
veracity	  of	  the	  true	  Eucharist.164	  
	   Like	  the	  York	  Joseph’s	  Trouble	  episode,	  the	  N-­‐Town	  Passion	  plays	  
problematize	  the	  figure	  of	  Christ	  through	  the	  revelation	  of	  sodomitic	  
relationships	  for	  which	  the	  audience	  is	  ill-­‐prepared	  in	  the	  minds	  of	  thinkers	  
such	  as	  the	  Wycliffite	  author	  and	  Peter	  Damian.	  	  By	  depicting	  Christ’s	  
association	  with	  the	  sodomitic	  figure	  of	  Judas,	  the	  N-­‐Town	  plays	  permit	  the	  
audience	  to	  question	  their	  relationship.	  	  Although	  the	  N-­‐Town	  plays	  attempt	  to	  
shield	  Christ	  from	  the	  contamination	  of	  sodomy	  by	  coding	  Judas	  as	  an	  
economic	  sodomite	  rather	  than	  a	  sexual	  one,	  the	  two	  sins,	  economic	  and	  
sexual,	  are	  closely	  related	  in	  medieval	  discourses	  surrounding	  sodomy.	  	  Indeed,	  
as	  legends	  of	  his	  involvement	  in	  a	  “bad	  bargain”	  with	  prostitutes	  demonstrate,	  
Judas’s	  economic	  transgressions	  imply	  his	  sexual	  transgressions	  as	  well.	  	  	  
As	  their	  respective	  punishments	  illustrate,	  “counterfeit”	  economic	  and	  sexual	  
sins	  are	  nearly	  synonymous	  in	  the	  medieval	  discourse	  surrounding	  sodomy.	  	  
Because	  of	  this,	  Judas’s	  relationship	  with	  Christ	  becomes	  extremely	  suspect.	  
Because	  medieval	  legends	  associate	  Christ	  with	  the	  sin	  against	  nature	  before	  
his	  birth,	  his	  fellowship	  with	  the	  worst	  of	  sinners	  both	  perpetuates	  and	  
problematizes	  Christ’s	  antithetical	  relationship	  to	  sodomy.	  	  Christ’s	  recognition	  
and	  tacit	  acceptance	  of	  Judas’s	  economic	  sodomy	  belie	  his	  legendary	  hesitation	  
to	  share	  the	  world	  with	  sodomites	  as	  it	  is	  recounted	  in	  Mirk’s	  Festial	  and	  The	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Golden	  Legend.165	  	  This	  contradiction,	  along	  with	  Christ’s	  own	  unnatural	  birth,	  
implies	  a	  different	  account	  of	  his	  relationship	  to	  the	  sodomitic	  sin.
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V.	  CONCLUSION	  
	  
Legends	  of	  Christ’s	  unwillingness	  to	  share	  a	  common	  flesh	  with	  sodomites	  
recounted	  by	  John	  Mirk	  and	  Jacobus	  de	  Voragine	  illustrate	  that	  Christ	  has	  a	  fraught	  
relationship	  with	  sodomy	  that	  the	  York	  Joseph’s	  Trouble	  episode	  and	  the	  N-­‐Town	  
Passion	  plays	  investigate	  and	  problematize	  Christ’s	  association	  with	  sodomy.	  	  In	  both	  
the	  York	  and	  N-­‐Town	  plays,	  Christ’s	  own	  relationship	  to	  sodomitic	  sins	  is	  explored	  
through	  the	  sodomitic	  relationships	  of	  those	  who	  surround	  him.	  	  In	  the	  York	  Joseph’s	  
Troubles	  play,	  Joseph’s	  doubts	  of	  the	  Virgin	  Birth	  and	  his	  accusation	  that	  it	  is	  an	  act	  
“agayne	  kynde”166	  illustrate	  the	  queerness	  of	  Christ’s	  birth	  by	  implying	  that	  an	  actual	  
sexual	  sin,	  sex	  with	  an	  angel,	  is	  responsible.	  	  Of	  course,	  Joseph	  eventually	  recognizes	  his	  
mistake	  with	  the	  aid	  of	  the	  very	  angel	  he	  has	  accused	  of	  adultery.	  	  However,	  Joseph’s	  
anxiety	  about	  the	  angel	  is	  a	  revelatory	  moment	  despite	  his	  reunion	  with	  Mary	  at	  the	  
end	  of	  the	  play	  because	  Joseph	  is	  not	  alone	  in	  harboring	  such	  doubts.	  That	  this	  is,	  in	  
fact,	  a	  common	  anxiety	  is	  illustrated	  by	  John	  Mirk’s	  sermon	  on	  the	  Annunciation	  in	  
which	  he	  recounts	  Mary’s	  own	  doubts	  of	  the	  angel’s	  identity.167	  
Because	  the	  York	  playwright’s	  revelation	  of	  Joseph’s	  doubts	  is	  based	  on	  cultural	  
fear	  that	  Mary	  has	  been	  seduced	  by	  an	  angel,	  the	  possibility	  of	  sodomitic	  sex	  which	  the	  
play	  provides	  cannot	  be	  dismissed	  as	  an	  aspect	  of	  his	  own	  perversity.	  	  Instead	  the	  play	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must	  be	  recognized	  as	  a	  manifestation	  of	  a	  cultural	  fear	  that	  Christ	  was	  
unnaturally	  born.	  
Just	  as	  York’s	  Joseph’s	  Trouble	  About	  Mary	  explores	  Christ’s	  relationship	  to	  
sodomitic	  sins	  through	  his	  parents’	  sodomitic	  relationships,	  the	  N-­‐Town	  Passion	  plays	  
explore	  this	  relationship	  through	  Christ’s	  intimacy	  with	  Judas.	  	  In	  casting	  Judas	  as	  the	  
worst	  of	  sinners	  and	  associating	  him	  with	  counterfeiting,	  a	  major	  category	  of	  medieval	  
sodomy,	  the	  N-­‐Town	  Passion	  plays	  attempt	  to	  label	  Judas	  as	  a	  sodomite	  without	  alleging	  
that	  he	  has	  committed	  actual	  sexual	  sodomy.	  	  However,	  because	  sodomy	  is	  such	  an	  
“utterly	  confused	  category,”	  168economic	  sodomy	  and	  sexual	  sodomy	  become	  conflated	  
to	  such	  an	  extent	  that	  the	  one	  signifies	  the	  other.	  	  Although	  N-­‐Town	  Passion	  can	  only	  
imply	  Christ’s	  sexual	  queerness	  by	  association,	  other	  critics	  have	  noted	  the	  queer	  
possibilities	  of	  Christ’s	  sexuality.	  	  
Of	  course,	  it	  takes	  two	  to	  tango.	  	  In	  his	  article	  on	  “queer	  money”,	  Fisher	  discloses	  
a	  testimony	  by	  Richard	  Baines	  concerning	  Christopher	  Marlowe.	  	  The	  so-­‐called	  Baines	  
libel	  accuses	  Marlowe	  of	  having	  argued,	  “That	  St	  John	  the	  Evangelist	  was	  bedfellow	  to	  
Christ	  and	  leaned	  alwaies	  in	  his	  bosome,	  that	  he	  vsed	  him	  as	  the	  sinners	  of	  Sodoma.”169	  	  	  
In	  this	  attempted	  slur	  on	  the	  deceased	  Marlowe’s	  character,	  the	  accuser	  makes	  a	  
startling	  revelation	  about	  Christ	  and	  the	  “beloved	  disciple,”	  John	  the	  Evangelist.	  
	   Working	  with	  the	  assumption,	  however,	  that	  Judas	  committed	  a	  sexual	  sin	  due	  
to	  the	  semi-­‐sexual	  punishment	  of	  his	  death	  that	  I	  outlined	  in	  chapter	  three,	  the	  
implication	  is	  instead	  that	  it	  was	  Judas	  whom	  Christ	  “vsed…as	  the	  sinners	  of	  
Sodoma.”170	  	  In	  his	  chapter	  of	  Glenn	  Burger	  and	  Steven	  Kruger’s	  Queering	  the	  Middle	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Ages,	  “Ecce	  Homo,”	  critic	  Garrett	  Epp	  admits	  to	  a	  need	  for	  any	  theatrical	  Christ	  to	  
“inspire	  erotic	  desire”	  in	  order	  for	  him	  to	  experience	  the	  “spiritual	  pleasures	  of	  a	  
Passion	  play.”171	  	  Epp	  even	  produces	  medieval	  evidence	  of	  a	  barber	  and	  toolmaker	  in	  
Senlis,	  Paris	  just	  after	  a	  performance	  of	  a	  biblical	  play	  that	  suggests	  he	  may	  not	  be	  the	  
only	  spectator	  to	  hold	  such	  a	  need	  for	  a	  physically	  appealing	  Savior.172	  	  While	  Epp	  needs	  
an	  attractive	  Christ,	  however,	  he	  makes	  no	  mention	  of	  any	  similar	  need	  for	  an	  attractive	  
Judas	  or	  any	  attractive	  disciples	  at	  all.	  	  Terence	  McNally’s	  Corpus	  Christi,	  a	  modern	  
adaptation	  of	  Christ’s	  passion,	  however,	  takes	  full	  advantage	  of	  its	  actors’	  desirability	  in	  
casting	  the	  Christ-­‐figure	  and	  disciples	  as	  gay	  men	  living	  in	  Texas173	  	  	  (figure	  9).	  
	   The	  text	  of	  the	  N-­‐Town	  play,	  considered	  rare	  in	  medieval	  mystery	  plays	  for	  its	  
inclusion	  of	  stage	  directions,	  gives	  no	  clue,	  however,	  as	  to	  the	  identity	  or	  the	  physical	  
desirability	  of	  any	  man	  playing	  the	  role	  of	  Judas.	  	  Indeed,	  it	  is	  possible	  that	  stagings	  of	  
the	  N-­‐Town	  Passion	  plays	  would	  make,	  instead,	  the	  exact	  opposite	  choice,	  choosing	  to	  
portray	  Judas	  as	  an	  ugly,	  stereotyped	  Jewish	  villain,	  as	  the	  editor	  of	  Gospel	  Figures	  in	  Art	  
claims	  of	  Canavesio’s	  The	  Disembowelment	  of	  Judas174	  (figure	  5).	  	  If	  Judas’s	  villainy,	  
however,	  is	  so	  clearly	  manifested	  to	  the	  audience	  by	  an	  uncomely	  countenance,	  how	  
much	  clearer	  must	  it	  be	  not	  only	  to	  Christ	  who	  is	  well	  aware	  of	  Judas’s	  intent	  but	  to	  the	  
other	  disciples	  who	  contemplate	  which	  of	  them	  will	  betray	  their	  lord?	  	  Yet,	  in	  order	  for	  
Judas	  to	  commit	  a	  sexual	  sin	  with	  Christ,	  must	  not	  his	  own	  physical	  beauty	  be	  tempting	  
to	  the	  Son	  of	  God?	  	  Either	  way,	  Judas’s	  physical	  appeal	  aside,	  Epp	  is	  not	  the	  only	  one	  to	  
be	  drawn	  to	  the	  erotic	  possibilities	  of	  Christ	  on	  the	  stage.	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Fig.	  9	  Stage	  shot	  of	  Corpus	  Christi.	  Terrance	  McNally,	  1999.	  	  Anson	  Mount	  as	  Joshua,	  the	  play’s	  
Christ-­‐figure,	  and	  Josh	  Lucas	  as	  Judas	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The	  potential	  attractiveness	  of	  Christ,	  and	  my	  own	  desire	  for	  an	  equally	  attractive	  Judas,	  
in	  the	  dramatization	  of	  the	  Passion	  inevitably	  elicits	  one	  of	  the	  most	  serious	  medieval	  
objections	  to	  such	  dramatizations	  as	  the	  N-­‐Town	  Passion	  plays.	  The	  antitheatrical	  
medieval	  tract	  A	  Tretise	  of	  Miraclis	  Pleyinge	  objects	  to	  biblical	  plays,	  and	  Passion	  plays	  in	  
particular,	  for	  the	  very	  reason	  that	  such	  plays	  may	  present	  physically	  attractive	  
characters	  to	  their	  audiences.	  	  In	  this	  treatise	  the	  anonymous	  Wycliffite	  author	  reveals	  
the	  lusty	  possibilities	  of	  theater	  as	  antithetical	  to	  medieval	  Christian	  practices	  as	  he	  
idealizes	  them.	  	  The	  Tretise-­‐author	  cautions	  that	  biblical	  plays	  “reversith	  Crist,	  and	  
scornyth	  God”175	  through	  their	  revelation	  of	  holy	  material	  to	  the	  eyes	  of	  the	  lewd	  and	  
uninitiated	  audience.	  	  Indeed,	  for	  the	  author	  of	  the	  Tretise,	  the	  very	  acts	  of	  performing,	  
producing,	  or	  witnessing	  a	  biblical	  play	  become	  acts	  of	  lust	  for	  such	  plays	  “makith	  to	  se	  
veine	  sightis	  of	  degyse,	  aray	  of	  men	  and	  wymmen	  by	  yvil	  coninaunse,	  either	  stiring	  
othere	  to	  leccherie	  and	  of	  debatis	  as	  aftir	  most	  bodily	  mirthe	  comen	  moste	  debatis”176	  	  
[make	  vain	  sights	  of	  disguise,	  array	  of	  men	  and	  women	  of	  evil	  countenance,	  either	  
stirring	  others	  to	  lechery	  and	  to	  degradation	  as	  after	  most	  bodily	  mirth	  comes	  most	  
degradation].	  	  Similarly	  any	  cursory	  glance	  through	  John	  Barish’s	  The	  Antitheatrical	  
Prejudice	  would	  reveal	  to	  the	  reader	  that	  the	  connection	  between	  theater	  and	  lechery	  is	  
not	  an	  uncommon	  one.177	  	  Despite	  Barish’s	  reading	  of	  the	  Tretise	  as	  an	  attack	  on	  
idolatry	  more	  than	  lechery,	  the	  importance	  of	  lechery	  to	  the	  Wycliffite	  author	  cannot	  be	  
so	  easily	  dismissed.	  
	   Although	  Barish	  is	  correct	  in	  asserting	  that	  the	  Wycliffite	  objection	  to	  biblical	  
plays	  arises	  mainly	  upon	  the	  basis	  of	  the	  Second	  Commandment178	  and	  the	  assumption	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that	  such	  plays	  abuse	  the	  name	  of	  God	  by	  taking	  it	  in	  vain	  and	  	  “scornyn	  God	  as	  dide	  
Pharao	  and	  the	  Jewis,”179	  the	  fact	  remains	  that	  such	  “veine	  sightis	  of	  degyse	  [and]	  aray	  
of	  men	  and	  wymmen”180	  can	  and	  do	  provoke	  lust	  in	  the	  eyes	  of	  their	  audience.	  	  Garret	  
Epp	  reveals	  one	  such	  instance	  of	  lust	  through	  his	  recounting	  of	  an	  incident	  after	  a	  
Corpus	  Christi	  feast	  in	  Senlis,	  near	  Paris,	  in	  1530	  in	  which:	  “a	  local	  toolmaker	  twice	  
accosted	  the	  twenty-­‐year	  old	  barber	  who	  has	  just	  come	  from	  ‘playing	  and	  representing	  
the	  figure	  of	  Our	  Lord	  in	  his	  tomb,’	  asking	  him,	  ‘Did	  you	  keep	  your	  prick	  stiff	  in	  playing	  
God?’”181	  	  Drawing	  upon	  this	  incident,	  Epp	  asserts	  “the	  toolmaker	  clearly	  associates	  the	  
barber’s	  portrayal	  of	  Christ…	  with	  sexual	  arousal,	  either	  of	  the	  barber	  as	  actor,	  or	  of	  
himself	  as	  viewer.”	  	  Despite	  Epp’s	  recognition	  and	  proof	  of	  erotic	  possibility	  in	  the	  
audience	  and	  the	  players	  of	  the	  medieval	  mystery	  play,	  however,	  he	  does	  not	  recognize	  
a	  similar	  potential	  in	  the	  figure	  of	  Christ	  himself.	  	  In	  a	  religious	  atmosphere	  that	  
emphasizes	  the	  physical	  humanity	  of	  Christ	  and	  a	  theatrical	  environment	  that	  conflates	  
actors	  with	  characters,	  however,	  a	  stiff-­‐pricked	  actor	  playing	  Christ	  is	  only	  a	  short	  
distance	  away	  from	  such	  a	  tumescent	  Christ.	  
	   The	  sexual	  possibility	  of	  Christ	  to	  which	  Margaret	  Cho	  alludes	  in	  her	  2009	  
comedy	  special,	  Beautiful,	  and	  to	  which	  queer	  critics	  such	  as	  Richard	  Rambuss	  and	  
Garrett	  Epp	  attach	  themselves	  has	  previously	  been	  recognized	  as	  potentially	  queer.	  
Rambuss’s	  recognition	  of	  the	  desires	  of	  Christ’s	  devotees	  yearning	  to	  be	  Christ’s	  
Ganymede	  and	  Epp’s	  demand	  for	  an	  attractive	  Christ	  (undoubtedly	  the	  flowing	  -­‐haired,	  
muscled	  Christ	  familiar	  from	  any	  number	  of	  film	  portrayals	  of	  Christ)	  both	  illustrate	  the	  
potentially	  queer	  sexuality	  that	  worshipers	  can	  attribute	  to	  Christ.	  	  Cho’s	  sadomasochist	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Christ,	  however,	  is	  engaged	  in	  an	  act	  of	  sodomitic	  sex	  where	  pain	  is	  exchanged	  for	  
pleasure	  for	  himself	  rather	  than	  for	  his	  congregation.	  	  Such	  a	  sadomasochistic	  
identification	  is	  not,	  despite	  Cho’s	  transgressive	  intents,	  a	  new	  phenomenon.	  	  As	  
Caroline	  Walker	  Bynum	  relates	  in	  her	  book	  Fragmentation	  and	  Redemption:	  Essays	  on	  
Gender	  and	  the	  Human	  Body	  in	  Medieval	  Religion	  medieval	  mystics,	  particularly	  women	  
such	  as	  Catherine	  of	  Siena,	  were	  particularly	  prone	  to	  identifications	  with	  Christ	  that	  
foreground	  both	  the	  sadistic	  and	  masochistic	  elements	  of	  Christ’s	  Passion	  which	  the	  
mystics	  seek	  to	  share.182	  	  Although	  Bynum	  chooses	  to	  occlude	  the	  erotic	  possibilities	  of	  
such	  an	  identification	  through	  metaphors	  of	  food,	  casting	  Christ	  as	  the	  Eucharistic	  host,	  
the	  possibilities	  certainly	  remain	  for	  anyone	  willing	  to	  read	  them.	  	  It	  is	  not	  unthinkable	  
to	  read	  such	  an	  experience	  as	  an	  otherworldly,	  sadomasochistic	  sex	  act	  that	  crosses	  a	  
number	  of	  boundaries	  of	  heteronormative	  piety,	  including	  proper	  object	  choice,	  Jesus	  
as	  a	  sexual	  object,	  preferred	  mode	  of	  intercourse,	  BDSM	  crucifixion	  sex,	  and,	  in	  the	  case	  
of	  female	  mystics	  such	  as	  Catherine	  who	  posits	  the	  body	  of	  Christ	  as	  female,	  gender	  
normativity.	  	  
	   In	  preparing	  himself	  to	  meet	  his	  death	  by	  Crucifixion,	  the	  N-­‐Town	  Christ	  similarly	  
embarks	  upon	  an	  erotically	  charged	  confession	  of	  his	  forthcoming	  Passion:	  
Man	  for	  my	  brother	  may	  I	  not	  forsake,	  
Nor	  shewe	  hym	  vnkendenesse	  be	  no	  wey.	  
In	  peynys	  for	  hym	  my	  body	  schal	  schake,	  
And	  for	  love	  of	  man,	  man	  xal	  dey.	  	  	  (286)	  
	  
[I	  may	  not	  forsake	  man	  as	  my	  brother	  
Nor	  show	  him	  unkindness	  in	  any	  way.	  
In	  pains	  for	  him	  my	  body	  shall	  shake,	  
And	  for	  love	  of	  man,	  man	  shall	  die.]	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Through	  this	  four-­‐line	  revelation	  of	  the	  purpose	  of	  his	  death,	  Christ	  reveals	  his	  innate	  
humanity.	  	  The	  subject	  of	  Christ’s	  humanity	  is	  an	  important	  one	  for	  medieval	  Christian	  
philosophers	  who	  insist	  upon	  his	  humanness	  through	  a	  number	  of	  ways,	  including	  
emphasizing	  the	  circumcision	  of	  the	  holy	  infant	  as	  evidence	  of	  Christ’s	  total	  manhood183	  
and	  establishing	  his	  human	  lineage	  through	  a	  sexless	  matrilineal	  line	  leading	  from	  the	  
Immaculate	  Conception	  of	  Mary	  to	  Christ’s	  sanctified	  grandmother	  Saint	  Anne.184	  
	   This	  insistence	  upon	  Christ’s	  humanity	  is	  important	  to	  medieval	  religious	  thinkers	  
because	  it	  is	  through	  his	  humanity	  that	  humankind	  shall	  reach	  salvation:	  “And	  for	  love	  
of	  man,	  [a]	  man	  xal	  dey”	  and	  mankind	  shall	  live	  eternally	  (286).	  	  Christ’s	  humanity	  is	  
similarly	  important	  for	  a	  queer	  reading	  of	  the	  Passion,	  because	  the	  fully	  aware	  and	  
physically	  human	  Christ	  must	  embrace	  the	  “peynys”	  that	  shall	  shake	  his	  body	  and	  
exchange	  those	  pains	  for	  both	  the	  pleasure	  of	  heaven	  and	  the	  pleasure	  of	  saving	  
humanity’s	  souls.	  	  Christ	  confesses	  that	  he	  submits	  to	  his	  Father’s	  will	  to	  endure	  the	  
Passion	  for	  “mannys	  sowle,	  my	  spovse,	  for	  to	  redem”	  (286).	  	  Thus,	  Christ	  takes	  up	  the	  
cross,	  climbs	  Calvary,	  and	  endures	  the	  pains	  of	  the	  Passion	  for	  his	  “spovse”	  and	  that	  
spouse’s	  future	  pleasure	  in	  heaven.	  	  Therefore,	  even	  though	  this	  exchange	  of	  Christ’s	  
temporary	  human	  life	  for	  mankind’s	  eternal	  life	  is	  a	  true	  bargain	  unlike	  Judas’s	  false	  
exchange	  of	  coin	  for	  Christ,	  the	  transaction	  cannot	  escape	  the	  touches	  of	  sodomitic	  
elements,	  for	  it	  is	  Christ’s	  temporary	  worldly	  pain	  that	  will	  bring	  eternal	  pleasure	  
through	  salvation	  to	  his	  followers.	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What	  this	  brings	  us	  to,	  then,	  is	  the	  sodomitic	  potential	  embedded	  within	  
Christianity	  itself	  to	  which	  Eve	  Kosofsky	  Sedgwick	  alludes	  in	  her	  Epistemology	  of	  the	  
Closet:	  
Christianity	  may	  be	  near-­‐ubiquitous	  in	  modern	  European	  culture	  as	  a	  
figure	  of	  phobic	  prohibition,	  but	  it	  makes	  a	  strange	  figure	  for	  that	  
indeed.	  	  Catholicism	  in	  particular	  is	  famous	  for	  giving	  countless	  gay	  
and	  proto-­‐gay	  children	  the	  shock	  of	  the	  possibility	  of	  adults	  who	  don’t	  
marry,	  of	  men	  in	  dresses,	  of	  passionate	  theatre,	  of	  introspective	  
investment,	  of	  lives	  filled	  with	  what	  could,	  ideally	  without	  diminution,	  
be	  called	  the	  work	  of	  the	  fetish.	  	  Even	  for	  the	  many	  whose	  own	  
achieved	  gay	  identity	  may	  at	  last	  include	  none	  of	  these	  features	  or	  
may	  be	  defined	  as	  against	  them,	  the	  encounter	  with	  them	  is	  likely	  to	  
have	  a	  more	  or	  other	  than	  prohibitive	  impact.	  	  And	  presiding	  over	  all	  
are	  the	  images	  of	  Jesus.	  	  These	  have,	  indeed,	  a	  unique	  position	  in	  
modern	  culture	  as	  images	  of	  the	  unclothed	  or	  unclothable	  male	  body,	  
often	  in	  extremis	  and	  /	  or	  in	  ecstasy,	  prescriptively	  meant	  to	  be	  gazed	  
at	  and	  adored.185	  
	  
Sedgwick	  thus	  reveals	  the	  potentially	  queer	  hypocrisy	  of	  modern	  European	  Catholicism	  
through	  the	  figure	  of	  an	  unmarried,	  introspective	  male	  priest	  in	  a	  dress.	  	  The	  York	  and	  
N-­‐Town	  plays	  discussed	  here	  similarly	  reveal	  the	  Christ’s	  relationship	  to	  the	  queer	  in	  his	  
the	  episodes	  of	  his	  birth	  and	  death,	  pivotal	  moments	  in	  Christian	  history.	  	  Therefore,	  the	  
Tretise-­‐author	  is	  justified	  in	  fearing	  the	  corrupting,	  sodomitic,	  influence	  of	  “miraclis	  
pleyinge.”	  	  Because	  such	  plays	  disclose	  already	  existing	  doubts	  concerning	  Christ’s	  
relationship	  to	  sexuality	  and	  reproduction	  to	  a	  lay	  audience,	  they	  circulate	  rather	  than	  
prevent	  the	  further	  spread	  of	  such	  doubt.	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  foolish	  
swearing,	  and	  breaking	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was	  non-­‐reproductive,	  sterile”.	  	  Sodomy	  then,	  to	  rely	  on	  Aquinas,	  consisted	  of	  those	  acts	  that	  corrupted	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In	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  sodomy;	  theological	  authorities	  such	  as	  
Peter	  Damian,	  Thomas	  Aquinas,	  and	  a	  number	  of	  penitential	  manuals	  advice	  obscuring	  the	  subject	  of	  
sodomy,	  especially	  when	  speaking	  to	  the	  laity.	  	  
	  
 101 
 
	  
103	  Ibid.	  
	  
104	  This	  interpretation	  of	  Mary’s	  infidelity	  with	  an	  angel	  relies	  upon	  medieval	  exegesis	  of	  Genesis	  6:4;	  
“Now	  giants	  were	  upon	  the	  earth	  in	  those	  days.	  	  For	  after	  the	  sons	  of	  God	  went	  in	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  these	  acts	  “were	  the	  
giants,	  the	  most	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  So	  ferly	  fowled	  her	  flesch	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  ruin-­‐brining	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  and	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  paper,	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  of	  Luke	  1:26-­‐35,	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  Annunciation,	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  no	  mention	  of	  the	  handmaids’	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  representation	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  Annunciation	  that	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  Gospel	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  Middle	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  Although	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  antipathy	  
to	  sodomy”	  (85).	  
	  
127	  Cleanness,	  126,	  line	  547.	  
	  
128	  Ibid.,	  128,	  line	  578.	  
	  
NOTES	  TO	  CHAPTER	  3	  
	  
129	  Christina	  Davis,	  “Two	  Varieties	  of	  Passion	  Plays,”	  in	  Forth	  A	  Raven	  (Farmington	  Maine:	  Alice	  James	  
Books,	  2006),	  40.	  
	  
130	  Margaret	  Cho,	  Beautiful,	  directed	  by	  Lorene	  Machado	  (Clownery	  Productions,	  2009),	  DVD.	  
	  
131	  Stephen	  Spector,	  ed.	  Passion	  Play	  I	  and	  II	  in	  The	  N-­‐Town	  Play,	  Cotton	  MS	  Vespasian	  D.	  8	  (Oxford:	  
Oxford	  UP,EETS,	  1991),	  244-­‐	  335.	  	  For	  sake	  of	  space	  and	  convenience,	  I	  have	  cited	  all	  quotes	  form	  the	  
Passion	  plays	  parenthetically	  within	  the	  text	  of	  the	  essay.	  	  Because	  the	  N-­‐Town	  Passion	  plays	  are	  
comprised	  of	  a	  number	  of	  shorter	  episodes	  whose	  lines	  are	  not	  numbered	  consecutively,	  I	  have	  cited	  
quotes	  from	  the	  play	  by	  page	  and	  line	  numbers.	  
	  
132	  “Chapman”	  entry.	  	  Middle	  English	  Dictionary,	  December	  2001,	  accessed	  November	  8,	  
2011,<https://blackboard.olemiss.edu/webapps/portal/frameset.jsp?tab_tab_group_id=_3_1&url=%2Fw
ebapps%2Fblackboard%2Fexecute%2Flauncher%3Ftype%3DCourse%26id%3D_37378_1%26url%3D>.	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  The	  editor	  suggests	  that	  Judas’s	  yellow	  cloak	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